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Introduction

Children’s Media Lives is a longitudinal qualitative research project, first commissioned by Ofcom in 2014, to
explore how children aged 8—17 in the UK engage with media. The project aims to visit the same participants
each year, providing insight into how their media use, behaviours and attitudes change over time, alongside
developments in the wider media landscape. Participants who turn |8 or leave the study are replaced, ensuring
the sample continues to reflect a range of ages, backgrounds and experiences'.

The research forms part of Ofcom’s duty to promote media literacy and provide breadth and depth of insight
into online and media use in the context of daily life. It complements Ofcom’s quantitative research (Children
and Parents Media Use and Attitudes) by providing insight into the motivations and context behind children’s
media use and media literacy, as well as the relationship between their media lives, daily routines and domestic
circumstances. This provides an opportunity to understand not just what children are doing, but why, and how
this varies between individuals and over time.

Now in its twelfth year, the study has followed children through a period of significant change in the media
environment. Over this time, researchers have observed how children navigate new and evolving platforms,
technologies and forms of content, as well as how their critical understanding and wider media literacy
develops.

In total, over 50 participants have taken part in the study since it began. In Wave |2, researchers spoke to 17
participants across the UK. All participants had taken part in previous waves of the study, allowing for

continued insight into how their media lives have developed over time.

Fieldwork for this wave took place between November 2025 and March 2026.

| Please see Annex | for a detailed breakdown of sample demographics.
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Summary of key findings

Building on over a decade of in-depth qualitative exploration, Children’s Media Lives continues to examine the
evolving ways in which children engage with media, and the extent of their media literacy. In its |12th year, this
report presents key findings from interviews, observations and diary-based research conducted between
November 2025 and March 2026. It provides an in-depth understanding of the children’s media consumption,
behaviours and attitudes, analysed alongside longitudinal trends to offer a compelling view of how these
children’s media lives continue to change.

The children are growing up in an increasingly online,
individualised media environment

The children’s engagement with digital media has increased over the years of Children’s Media Lives and
become more individualised. Compared with early Waves of CML, in which media formed part of a broader
mix of activities, children in this Wave often defaulted to spending their free time online, with offline hobbies
playing a smaller role in their routines than previous Waves. This is a trend that has developed over the last
couple of years of this study.

Constant access to personal devices enables the children to consume content privately and on demand, often
in their bedrooms. This has contributed to a shift away from the shared access to devices and family viewing

seen in early Waves of the study, towards more solitary media use. There may be other contributing factors

to this shift over time, such as the age of participants as they progressed through Waves of the study.

Short-form video content across platforms — particularly on TikTok, Instagram and YouTube — continued to
be prevalent. While valued for entertainment and ease of use, several children described spending longer on
these platforms than intended. At the same time, some reported finding it harder to engage with longer-form
content such as long-form videos on YouTube, or TV shows or films. Often the children became distracted or
used multiple devices simultaneously.

For most of the children, social media was used to “chill” or wind down. Most of the children who had social
media viewed it as a place to see light-hearted content, and a way to switch off after school or during the
weekend. Despite reporting that they may be spending “too much time” on their devices, many children found
it difficult to reduce their usage.

Offline media and activities play a diminishing role in the
children’s everyday lives

Traditional forms of media and offline activities continued to decline in prominence across the sample,
consistent with trends over previous years. Live television, radio and print media were rarely part of the
children’s routines, with most media consumption taking place on children’s phones, predominantly on social
media or on games. Streaming platforms such as Netflix continued to play a role in the children’s media lives,
but children were spending more time on their phones, typically on social media, than watching TV shows or
films.

Reading for pleasure was notably uncommon, with many of the children reporting difficulty maintaining focus
on longer texts or a lack of interest compared to more visual, interactive forms of media.

While many of the children continued to take part in offline hobbies or extracurricular activities, these were
often described as occupying a small portion of their time, with digital media filling much of their free time.

The children’s media consumption is increasingly fragmented,
with less emphasis on shared narratives or context
Across the platforms the children used, much of the content they consumed was short-form, fast-paced and

personalised. This contributed to a fragmented media experience, where the children using these platforms
engaged with a continuous flow of unrelated content rather than discrete programmes or films.



PAGE 5 OF | 14

Many children struggled to describe the specific content they were watching, often referring to it as “random”
or broadly “funny” or “relatable”. This suggests a more passive mode of engagement — something seen in more
recent Waves of the study - with less emphasis on following sustained narratives or recalling specific

storylines.

While certain long-form content, such as films or television series, remained part of some of the children’s
media diets, it tended to play a smaller role compared to short-form content, and was often consumed
alongside other media or with divided attention. For example, for those who watched television on Netflix or
other streaming platforms, it was typical that they would be using their phone, usually on social media,
alongside watching.

Artificial Intelligence has become an established and integrated
tool used by most of the children, as well as being present in the
content they consume on social media

Al had become a widespread and embedded part of the children’s media environments. All children in this
Woave reported encountering Al-generated content, and many actively used tools such as ChatGPT, Gemini
and in-platform assistants.

The children most commonly used Al to support schoolwork, including generating ideas, answering questions
and, in some cases, completing homework tasks entirely. Al was also used for search, often seen as a quicker
and more efficient alternative to traditional search tools, valued for its ability to provide direct, consolidated
answers.

Beyond education, a few of the children also used Al for entertainment and personal purposes, including
generating images, creating stories and seeking advice on personal or health-related issues.

Despite frequent use, understanding of how Al works remained limited. Many of the children did not
distinguish between different Al tools and rarely questioned the accuracy of outputs, often trusting responses
by default. While some expressed uncertainty about identifying Al-generated content online, many felt
confident in their ability to recognise it, typically relying on what they described as obvious visual cues or
labels.

Digital technology is shaping what and how the children are
learning

The way the children were learning about the world was increasingly mediated through digital technology,
whether this be through the use of Ed Tech in schools, or via social media, Al and search engines outside of
school.

Digital devices and platforms were embedded in most children’s learning environments, with many completing
schoolwork online and using school-set platforms to manage tasks. Several described digital learning as easier
to organise and complete than paper-based work.

Most children accessed information through a combination of search engines, Al tools and social media, with
Al increasingly used as a shortcut to information.

Alongside this, meme culture remained a prominent way in which the children engaged with information and
current events. Content was often consumed in short formats lacking any context or depth, blending humour
with references to public figures, trends and news.

Commercial content is embedded within children’s online
environments and is not always recognised as marketing

As reported in previous Waves, commercial content continued to appear throughout the platforms children
used, often integrated into social media feeds, games and influencer content.
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While some of the children recognised overt advertising, others still struggled to identify more subtle forms of
marketing, particularly when embedded within entertainment or influencer-led content.

Marketing was also embedded within several of the games the children played, as well as in-game currency
which could be bought using real money. Some of the games the children played also included gambling-like
features.

This year, for the first time, some of the children described social media specifically as a primarily commercial
environment rather than a social one.

Gaming remains an important form of entertainment and social
interaction

Most of the children engaged with digital games in some form, including multiplayer games such as Roblox and
Fortnite, as well as free mobile games.

For several of the children, gaming functioned as both entertainment and a social activity, allowing them to play
with friends or meet new people online. Younger children in the sample, in particular, also watched gaming-
related content, including gameplay videos and short-form clips.

Mobile gaming remained highly accessible, with many of the children playing casually and frequently throughout
the day. Often these mobile games were played ‘offline’, so could be played without mobile signal or Wi-Fi.

The children’s social media use is centred on content
consumption, with more limited active interaction

Most of the children who used social media continued to spend a large proportion of their time passively
consuming content. Platforms such as TikTok and Instagram were primarily used for scrolling and watching
short-form videos, with the children sometimes sending this content to friends and family, while platforms like
Snapchat and WhatsApp were used for communication.

Most of the children were not actively creating content themselves and instead preferred consuming content
created by others. When they did share content, they were more likely to repost or use temporary formats
rather than create original content.

Social media remained central to maintaining friendships and social connections — whether this was through
messaging features across platforms, or from sharing, commenting and liking others’ posts. Most of the
children talked to their peers through social media platforms such as WhatsApp or Snapchat. In a couple of
cases, children were leaving calls with their girlfriend/boyfriend running in the background over night while
they both slept.

Content consumed on social media was also often a talking point for children with their peers — for example,
discussion about trending content. However, some children reflected on the impact of this on their offline
interactions and the amount of time they spent online. For example, some said they thought they should be
spending less time on their devices and more time with friends and family.

Despite this stated desire to spend less time on it, many children found it difficult to imagine life without social
media entirely.
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About this study

Methodology

This study uses a multi-method qualitative approach to explore children’s media lives in detail. Fieldwork was
conducted in three stages.

Part I: Initial interview

The initial exploratory interviews, conducted between November 2025 and January 2026, explored the full
range of media behaviours that the children were engaged in. These interviews were conducted face-to-face in
the children’s homes and typically lasted between two and four hours?.

The interviews explored the devices, platforms and content the children used, as well as their attitudes,
awareness and understanding towards media and how it fitted into their wider daily lives.

Where possible, a brief interview was also conducted with parents or carers to hear their perspectives on
their children’s media lives.

Part 2: Diary, tracking activities and further research
The children’s media behaviour was recorded in three ways:

e Maedia diary and ‘screen-time’ data: Children were asked to complete a media diary over a two-
week period, which captured how media activities fitted into their wider routine. This included a
written diary of their activities each day, along with screenshots of ‘screen-time’ data from their
smartphones and other devices. This reflects a self-selected aspect of their media activity, which
should be noted when reading findings gathered from this part of the methodology throughout the
report.

e Screen recording: Children with smartphones also completed a screen recording task, which
captured some of the content the children saw on their phones and how they used features on social
media platforms. Children were asked to record several short clips scrolling through their favourite
platforms. Findings from screen recordings are based on clips children choose to share within a
specific fieldwork window and therefore reflect self-selected aspects of their activity.

e Social media tracking: With permission from the child and their parents or carers, researchers
‘friended’ or followed the children on social media for a set period using researcher accounts. This
provided insight into what the children were posting on their feeds, as well as how they interacted
publicly with others on these platforms.

|5 of the 17 children took part in this stage of the research. Caleb and Bailey did not complete the diary and
tracking activities, but their media activities were explored in detail during the initial, face-to-face interviews.

Throughout this stage, researchers also carried out further investigation to understand some of the platforms,
content and creators the children mentioned or engaged with.

Part 3: Follow-up interview

Researchers conducted follow-up interviews with the 15 children who completed the diary and tracking stage.
These interviews were conducted remotely.

The follow-up interviews used the material collected during the diary and tracking stage as stimulus, allowing
researchers to explore in more detail how and why children engaged with specific content and platforms.

2 Please see Annex 5 for Revealing Reality’s Safeguarding and Ethics Protocol during fieldwork.



PAGE 8 OF | 14

The interviews also allowed researchers to establish what the children understood about the content they had
seen, and to explore their critical thinking on specific features, trends or topic areas. They also provided an
opportunity to explore any new questions that emerged over the course of the research.

Guide to reading this report

To ensure participants’ anonymity, the children have been given pseudonyms and personally identifiable
information has not been included.

This is a longitudinal qualitative study exploring the media lives of 17 children from around the UK.
Understanding the children's attitudes is a key objective of this research. Any opinions on public figures or
specific social media platforms in this report are the children's own, and do not reflect the position of Ofcom
or of Revealing Reality, unless stated otherwise.

This report is based on self-reported information and reflections from the children in interviews, observational
data gathered by researchers during the social media tracking phase, and content included by the children in
their media diaries and screen recording tasks. Researchers then conducted their own desk research that
went beyond what had been directly seen or reported by the children.

To reflect this, this report differentiates between two tiers of analysis and evidence:

|. Data collected directly from children’s testimony, or from what researchers observed from their
behaviour and media use.

2. Further research: insight from further research into platforms and content that the children
mentioned or engaged with, or content that they did not engage with but that was similar or related.
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Meet the participants

17 children took part in this year’s study. This was four less than the previous wave, as some of the children
chose not to or were unable to participate this year.

The main sampling characteristics focused on the following variables:

o Age e  Family setup, including a mixture of

e Gender different sibling and parental relationships

e  Ethnicity e Access to devices (including smartphones,

e Representation of children with special tablets, smart TVs, games consoles)
educational needs and disabilities (SEND) e  Use of devices

e Location, including urban and rural areas, e  Parental approaches to managing media
and all four UK nations use

These summaries also include screen time diagrams for each participant. This screen time is an average (mean)
of their daily screen time on their most-used device over several days. It is based on screen time data from the
diary task period, as well as self-reported data from the interviews’. Note that some of the screen time data
may include time when apps were running in the background, rather than active use. A few children left calls
running overnight on platforms like WhatsApp and Snapchat, which has given them a higher screen time
average. Some of the children also completed their diary tasks during the holidays, which may have affected
their screen time.

™
Ih+  YouTube
1.5h+

Caleb, 9, Midlands

Caleb is in Year 5 and is aiming to Norscreen fime (esteep)
pass the entrance exam for a private
secondary school. He has two close
friends at school but struggles to get
on with other classmates. He is
trying to start a Shopify business selling merchandise and
is helping make TikTok videos for his mum’s cooking
business - though neither venture has launched yet.
Caleb’s most-used device is his laptop, which he uses for
schoolwork, gaming, and YouTube with no screen time
restrictions.

Roblox

ChatGPT
0.25h*

Other apps
Ih*

Non-screen time (awake)
He spends a lot of time on Roblox, where his age is set "

to 16-17 after a friend apparently used Al to bypass age verification. He has over 150 friends on the platform,
because he said he doesn’t want to “feel lonely”. Many of these he doesn’t know in real life. He is trying to

grow a YouTube channel and asks ChatGPT for tips on making his gaming videos more popular.

T
1.5h

YouTube

Keeley, 10, Northern Ireland
Non-screen time (asleep)
8h"

Roblox
1.25h

Snapchat  Ogher apps

03h_— 025

v e Keeley is in Year 5 and describes
. herself as a “goody two-shoes” at
‘ school. She is a “digital leader” and
” ' helps maintain school iPads. Her
hobbies have changed from
gymnastics to Gaelic football and writing poems. This

Non-screen time (awake)
1h*

3 The Asterix indicates where a figure is based on self-report interview data.
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year she started using Snapchat, which has caused drama in her friendship group as people leave and create
new group chats.

Her mum has banned her iPad during the week, but Keeley finds where it is hidden so she doesn't lose her
Snapchat streaks. Most of her time is spent on Roblox and YouTube, watching TheNorris Nut$8.05M
subscribers) and A for Adleg8.43M subscribers). She also spoke about wanting products from Charlotte
Tilbury and Drunk Elephant after seeing them on YouTube, and because her older sisters have them.

o v
Billy, 10, Northeast 25he fobion
Sl YouTube 0325k
=T Billy is in Year 5 and finds school more ‘ 0.7%h
on-screen time (asleep) H
difficult this year. He thinks his 8h * Other apps

teachers are “mean” and sometimes o2
- struggles to pay attention in lessons.
: He has a big friendship group and

invented a fantasy-based language with
them. He does drama club and recently started hockey.

Billy uses his phone more than his tablet this year because it
has fewer parental controls. His mum didn’t let him
download Al chatbots like Talkie after school friends started
using them; Billy thinks they are “dangerous” and could take Nom screen ime (awske)
over his phone. He watches gaming YouTube on the family 12.25h"

TV and has been watching Stranger Thingsd Southpark

with his family. He doesn’t play Minecraftis much this year and has started getting very into Harry Potter

Bailey, |1, Yorkshire and the Offine r;osn:|f games
YouTube :
Humber Ih* TikTok
) . Gaming Consol 0.33h *
Bailey started secondary school this Ih* -
year and has a close-knit group of

/
/WhatsApp

¥ . . /o
. d mostly new friends. His mum has Non-screen time (asleep)
L . . 8h Netfli
made his needs regarding ADHD and 'S -
autism clear to his teachers for a smooth transition. He Other apps

. . . *
has more freedom now, including walking home from 0:3h
school. In his spare time, he mostly calls friends while

playing PlayStation.

24h

He mainly watches YouTube, focusing on football and
challenge content from creators like the Lee famil{899k
subscribers) and the Royalty fami($3.4M subscribers).
He wants to be a YouTuber in the future making
football trick shot videos. His mum supervises his media )

. . L. . Non-screen time (awake)
use but finds it hard to balance content restrictions with 10:83h
his actual interests.
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Lily, 12, Yorkshire and the
Humber

Non-screen time (asleep)

Lily is finding the move to o

secondary school difficult,
especially the early mornings
and structured lessons. She is
very shy and finds it hard to speak to new people
but has a few new friends. Football dominates her
free time, playing four times a week. She also does
karate and netball.

Since starting secondary school, Lily has an iPhone
so her parents can track her using Life360 on the
bus. She’s also been using her phone to play free
games such as Roblox, Farm Block Escépead
Gardenscapehe is in several group chats on

YouTube
Laptop 0.25h

0.5h
Roblox

0.25h

Offline mobile games
2.75h

2h=

WhatsApp

Other apps 0.25h

0.5h

Non-screen time (awake)
9.5h"

WhatsApp and iMessage with over 400 unread messages. She watches The Simpsonsd The Traitorsn her

own TV.

Willow, 13, Southwest

Willow is 13 and in Year 8 at a
private school. She is smart and
articulate and often has debates
with her parents about what she
can access online. Her parents
ban her using social media platforms such as
Instagram and Snapchat, but she is allowed
WhatsApp in exchange for giving up Pinterest and
YouTube Shorts.

Non-screen time (asleep)
8h *

Willow uses her school laptop to watch long-form
YouTube and she has found ways to circumvent
parental rules around social media. She is interested
in skincare and has products from Drunk Elephant
and Tatcha, though she thinks skincare trends on
social media can lead to overconsumption. She uses
ChatGPT for homework but adjusts the output to
avoid being caught.

Messages/text
Roblox ~ 0.3Zh
0 49h Offline mabile games
Lap'[Dp 0.45h
0. Sh* Ed tech

WhatsApp Safari / Search
l. 38h 0.02h

, 0. 78h

24h

Other apps
0.38h

Non-screen time (awake)
11.68h

4 A free-to-download mobile puzzle game in which players slide and arrange blocks to clear a path and escape from a grid. The game uses a farm-

themed visual style and features progressively challenging levels.

5 A free-to-download mobile game in which players complete match-three puzzles to earn stars, which are used to restore and decorate a garden.

The game includes a narrative storyline and regular in-game events, and offers optional in-app purchases.
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Amber, 13, Northwest

Amber is in Year 9 and says she is
happier and more confident after
making new friends. After school, she
often spends time alone in her room
on her devices. Her parents work long
hours and believe Amber and her
sister are fine entertaining themselves.

Amber’s most used apps are TikTok and Snapchat. She
prefers short-form content but watches YouTube creators
like Beta Squafl 1.7M subscribers). Her TikTok account
has ‘age restrictions’ which means she can’t use DMs. Her
Roblox account is registered as a 2| -year-old so she can
use voice-chat.

lm'»r*l

Angus, 13, Scotland

Angus is 13 and in S3%, where he says
he is ‘above average’ in maths. He

> plays rugby twice a week and has
- music lessons. He competed with his

i musical group in a global

championship this summer, where they ranked highly. This
year he is more conscious of fashion, following fashion
influencers and spending more time doing his hair in the
morning.

He is active on Vinted, buying and reselling items for
profit. His most used platforms are Snapchat, TikTok, and
Instagram, where he has noticed trends like ‘Al slop’ and
‘rage-baiting’.” He follows ITV news on Instagram because
his friends do and finds it more trustworthy than TikTok.

Arjun, 14, Northwest

Arjun is in Year 10 and has become
very invested in Drama and has
recently been to some auditions.
He has private tutoring for some
subjects and did very well in his
mock exams. He plays cricket for his school and a local
club.

Arjun spends most of his time with friends online,
gaming while on a group WhatsApp call. The game he
plays the most is EAFC (Fifa). He now has TikTok,

6 This is the Scottish equivalent of Year 9/10.

7 Both Al slop and rage-baiting are included in the Glossary annex.

Roblox
0.33h+

Non-screen time (asleep)

8h * Snapchat

6.95h

24h
\

Instagram
0.05h
TikTok
253h
Nen-screen time (awake)  Other apps N?;ﬂjx\
e 0.77h WhatsApp
Safari / Search 0.13h
0.08h
Clash Royale
Gaming Console 0.38h
2h*
Non-screen time (asleep) S

v 2.78h

TikTok

0.42h

24 h WhatsApp
I.17h
Nerflix
0.5h"
Other apps Safari / Search

Ih 0.25h

Non-screen time (awake)
7.520 "

Clash Royale

08h Safari / Search

TikTok  \whatsApp . 0.18h

2.19h

0.26h
Non-screen time (asleep) /
8h * Other apps
0.33h

24h

Non-screen time (awake)
12.23h"
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which accounts for a lot of his screen time alongside the mobile game Clash Royale®.

YouTube
Suzy, 14, Scotland ;, 0.08h * Ofine moble games
Suzy is in S4° and has a new /‘I"é’éﬁ* - 2:::’
group of friends who she says are  non-screen time (asleep) . / o,;3h
kinder and avoid drama. She is 8h Instagram
studying more and is an almost 0.17h
straight-A student. She has
started going to the gym and running, aiming for a sub- o
30-minute 5k. 44
Suzy continues to play Coin Master and describes
herself as ‘addicted’ to it, playing it during lunch times
at school. She sees content about glamorous lifestyles WhatsApp
0.17H

and friendship on TikTok and Instagram, as well as _
some content around body image and dieting. Like last s
year, she often talks with her mum about what’s Nom-screen dmg (awake)  Orher abps
happening in the wider world, and sometimes sees

news-related content on social media.

3.5h*

Amira, 15, Southeast

Non-screen time (asleep)
Amira is in Year || and focusing o
on her GCSEs. She moved to a
new school closer to home
which she prefers because it is
less strict. She has a new group

of friends and has mostly lost touch with her old

Roblox
2.5h

friends, only keeping up with them occasionally via S";ps“':‘at
Snapchat streaks.
She no longer has TikTok or Instagram on her phone, WhatsApp
saying they are boring and she doesn’t want to get Nedie
addicted. She spends most of her screen time on NOH'SC"*: ;'hme (awake) \ 12sh
Netflix watching K-dramas and thrillers. She still plays ‘ mge;;pps
Roblox on her tablet, usually with her younger
brothers. She has started using ChatGPT much more Y‘B";"hbe
this year to help with schoolwork and revision. ' Snapchat
063h ok
2.2h Facebook
. 0.33h
Zak, 15, Yorkshire and the Non-screen time (asleep) /
8h * Twitter/X
Humber 0.62h
=~ = Safari/search
L Zak is |5 and has mock exams 1.2h
o~ coming up; he wants to do
engineering after school. He 24h
recently joined cadets and helps
Other apps

out with rugby sessions. He is a big music fan and has
attended concerts for Olivia Rodrigo, Oasis and
Sabrina Carpenter recently. He remains a Taylor
Swift fan and sees lots of Taylor Swift-related content

3h

MNon-screen time (awake)
7.68h"

8 Clash Royale is a free-to-download real-time strategy game that users can play on their phones. Players collect and upgrade cards to deploy
troops and spells in an attempt to destroy an opponent’s towers.

9 This is the Scottish equivalent of Year 10/11
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on social media. Zak says he prefers long-form content like films because it feels like more of an active choice
than short-form videos. His most used platforms are TikTok and X.

Snapchat Instagram

1.75h / 0.08h

TikTok
3.5h

Niamh, 16, Northern

Ireland Non-screen time (asleep)
8h *

Niamh is in Lower Sixth and is
currently studying for her A-
levels. She has started working a
part-time job every Saturday to
earn money. She has a busy social life hanging out
with school friends and cousins.

Facebook

Other apps
0.5h

"0.25h Safari/search
24h T

TikTok is her most used platform, and she describes

herself as “addicted” to it. She reported that she was

using an unnecessary amount of skincare due to the

‘clean girl’ aesthetic. She uses ChatGPT for research Non-screen time (awake)

and summarising articles for coursework but doesn’t 67

directly copy from it.
Snapchat

0.29h

TikTok
Sam, 17, Northwest 091h

asleep)
WhatsApp
6.7%h

Other apps

S Sam is |7 and still living in a
39 Non-screen time (
care home. He dropped out of gh *
his college course and wants to
’% join the army; he is currently

waiting for his medical sign-off.

He buys and sells watches and aftershave gift sets on

Vinted to make money.

Sam says he never watches TV anymore. He uses
TikTok and spends time on Instagram and X, while
WhatsApp is his main app for talking to friends and

his girlfriend. He watches YouTube for Vinted tips Ih
and content from Jidior{5.14M subscribers). He

plays guitar and sings at local open mic nights. N“"'scree”;'i‘e (awake)

Snapchat
6h

Taylor, 17, Kent

Non-screen time (asleep)
Taylor is in her final year of o
school and is studying for her
A-levels. She wants to do Law
at university but is worried
about getting into her chosen
university after being disappointed by her mock
grades. She has a part-time job at a swimming pool
and recently finished her Gold DofE.

2 4 h — Instagram
TikTok  0.25h

T Safari/search

Other apps 0.25h
Ih

Taylor tries to reduce her time on TikTok and
Instagram using time limits, though she often
overrides them. She uses her tablet for

. . Non-screen time (awake)
schoolwork and watching educational YouTube e’
videos. She changed her Instagram to private after
boys at her school found and shared photos of her.
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Ben, 18, London S";‘EET‘

Ben is 18 and working towards A- Instagram
% i I.2h

levels, where he’s predicted to
TikTol
43h

— receive high grades. He wants to
24h

‘ . . . Non-screen time (asleep)
‘ study Economics at university. gh +
3 Because of his academic focus, he

has stopped playing competitive
basketball.

He uses TikTok and games for about two hours a day on

weekdays and eight hours on weekends, mostly playing Other apps
: . 1.88h
NBA 2kand FortniteHe recently bought tracksuits from
the TikTok Shop. He uses YouTube to watch basketball
content or tip videos for his exams.
Non-screen time (awake)
8.09h"
Offline mobile games
Bryony, 18, Wales "
- YouTube
: Bryony has recently turned 18 and 0.5h / S
. . . . napchat
is finishing a vocational course at .67h
S \ college. Outside of her course, she  Non-screen time (asleep) Instagram
: o f f 8h * 0.85h
| e 4 works for her family business, T Tok
| tends to her horses and works 0.67h
. . ) ; WhatsA

part-time elsewhere. While she was previously against fosiis
the idea of going to university, she is now considering a Facebook
degree at a local college. OB Nedix

Other apps * 0.02h

She uses Instagram and TikTok to look through her 0.5h

Explore and For You Pages but has not posted in a
while because she “hasn't got the time”. She has a high
average screentime, and she has recently started using
Tinder to meet people.

Non-screen time (awake)
9.0n"
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Overview of the children’s media
use

Over 12 years of Children’s Media Lives, the types of media the children have consumed has fundamentally
changed. With new trends, platforms, and norms around children growing up in a digital world, the children
are spending much more of their time online than they were 12 years ago. How they are spending this time
online has also shifted significantly.

This section provides an overview of the devices, platforms, and media used by the children in this Wave of
the study, focusing on key trends and behaviours that are explored in more detail throughout the report.

Most children had multiple personal devices, with smartphones still being the most common

Unlike in previous Waves, this year all the children had access to their own devices, rather than
relying on shared family devices. Children used smartphones the most often, with tablets, laptops,
smart TVs and games consoles also commonly used.

All the children consumed most of their media on portable, personal devices, and told us this was
often alone and in private spaces such as their bedrooms. The children often preferred their personal
devices even when shared family devices were available, as these gave them more privacy and control
over what they watched. The presence of shared family devices has not changed discernibly of the
past few Waves.

Many children used their devices throughout the day, including shortly after waking up and before
going to sleep.

All the children also used devices for learning, either at school or at home for schoolwork,
homework, tests and revision.

Children used streaming platforms to watch shows and films on demand more than live TV

Among the many children who did report watching some long-form content, they mainly used
streaming platforms such as Netflix, Prime Video, Disney+ and BBC iPlayer to watch television
programmes and films. Very few spoke about watching linear TV, aside from sport.

Some of the children watched films or TV shows with family members, but this was less common
than children watching their favourite shows or films alone, with Stranger Thingsing particularly
popular this year as the final season was released.

Children watched this content on personal devices such as their phones, tablets or laptops in addition
to personal or shared smart TVs.

However, most of the children spent less time overall watching long-form content than short-form
content.

Children listened to music mostly through platforms on their phones

Most children listened to music through platforms like Spotify, Apple Music or YouTube on their
smartphones, using both headphones and smart speakers to listen to music.

Like last year, the children who used TikTok often discovered new songs through ‘sounds’'® and
popular dances on the platform. Music from artists including Zara Larsson, Zach Bryan and Taylor
Swift were particularly popular on TikTok this year.

19 Audio clips on TikTok content, including music, dialogue from movies or TV shows, memes and original audio, some of which often become

trending.
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On social media, children spent more time consuming short-form content than interacting with
friends

e  Like the last few years, many of the children spent a large proportion of their free time on social
media. Many spoke about using it as a way to relax, pass time, or switch off.

All the children who used social media spent most of their time on social media consuming short-
form content, mostly on TikTok, but also on Instagram Reels and YouTube Shorts.

Several spoke about “scrolling” on social media for much longer than they intended.

The children did still use social media to interact with friends, particularly on Snapchat or through
sending content to their friends, but they spent less time using social media for communicating than
for consuming content.

Most children preferred reposting or sharing temporary posts to posting themselves

e Most of the children on social media preferred reposting content that others had made rather than
sharing content that they had created. Those in the sample who used to post on social media are
overall posting less now.

e  For those who did post their own content, they often preferred posting temporary photos or videos.
This included both story posts'' on Instagram, Snapchat and TikTok, as well as content posted on
their main feed that they would manually delete.

Both interactive and mobile games were popular this year

e This year, most children played some form of digital game. This included popular multiplayer games
like Roblox, Fortniteand Clash Royahs well as free mobile games that could be played offline.

e  Several children spoke about gaming as a social activity and an opportunity to play with friends or
meet new people online.

e Younger children in the sample in particular also watched videos of other people playing games, often
on YouTube. These videos included gameplay clips, commentary, and tutorials, as well as funny edits
or clips in short-form gaming videos.

All children had come across Al content or used Al tools this year

e  Last year, few of the children were using Al tools or spoke about seeing Al-generated content. This
year, all the children had either seen Al-generated content or used Al tools.

e Many of the children had used Large Language Models'? (LLMs) such as ChatGPT, mostly for help
with homework, as a search tool, or for creating funny images or stories.

e  Some children had used LLMs for more personal advice, including questions about their health.

e  Even those children who did not use Al tools reported seeing Al-generated content online, including
funny videos and in advertising.

Il Stories allow users to post photos and videos for their followers to see that last for 24 hours on the platform before vanishing.

12 An artificial intelligence (Al) model that analyses large amounts of data and responds to prompts to understand, process, and generate human-like
text.



Chapter |: Growing up online

This chapter explores how the children’s media lives have changed over the 12 years of this study, examining
how shifts in the wider media landscape have shaped the children’s routines, behaviours and experiences
online. Drawing on both longitudinal trends and findings from this Wave, the chapter explores how the
children are spending more of their free time online and less time engaging in offline hobbies and media than in
earlier Waves of the study. It also examines how activities such as reading for pleasure have become less
prominent in many children’s everyday lives.

The chapter also examines changes in the devices, platforms and content children use. Over time, the study
has observed a shift away from shared family devices towards more individualised media consumption on
personal smartphones and tablets. The chapter also explores how the prominence of short-form content has
increased over the last few Waves of the study, with platforms such as TikTok now playing a more central
role in the children’s media lives, compared with earlier Waves where platforms like YouTube were more
dominant. It also considers how media use has become increasingly embedded within the children’s daily
routines, relationships, entertainment and downtime.

Finally, the chapter considers how the children and parents reflected on the benefits and risks of growing up
online, including concerns around screen time, social media use, inappropriate content and the difficulty many
of the families faced in managing and monitoring children’s online lives. While many children reflected that they
spent too much time on their devices and wanted to reduce their screen time, most were also sceptical about
the idea of a social media ban and found it difficult to imagine life entirely without these platforms.

How had the media landscape and the children’s
behaviour changed over time?

Since Children’s Media Lives was first commissioned in 2014, the media landscape and how the children in the
study engage with it has markedly changed. When the project began, media use was often a shared family
activity, and many participants relied on shared devices. In Wave |, media was used for entertainment and
play. 12 years later, for the children in this Wave, while this remains the case, media has also become
embedded in their daily routines and wider lives.

The participants have grown up within this rapidly changing environment and by tracking participants year-on-
year, researchers have observed how long-term participants, such as Ben, have navigated their childhood
through evolving platforms and shifting media consumption.

Ben first joined the study aged 8 and has now participated in his final Wave,
aged 18

When Ben first joined CML, he lived with his parents and two older siblings. He was an avid fan of Liverpool
FC and the Harry Pottefilm series. He had an iPad and a shared TV, on which he enjoyed watching Netflix
content, such as Pokémoand Diary of a Wimpy Kigh ‘kids mode’.

- “On Net fl i x, it says ‘top picks’ and | go on
’ﬁ t hewéecemmended to me because of what | alreac
pl- § Wave 4, age 8

M He also had a gaming console, on which he enjoyed playing Fortniteor FIFAnow called
o FC24/25).
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Around the age of | | or 12, Ben started playing basketball regularly. Basketball became a significant part of
Ben’s life outside of school and when not online. Increasingly the content he consumed on his most used
platforms like TikTok featured predominantly basketball content (see Wave || report).

Now |8, Ben was working towards his A-levels and was aiming to study Economics at university. More
recently, his academic focus had displaced some of his physical activities. For example, he stopped playing for
his basketball club, now only playing occasionally at school. Outside of his schoolwork, Ben spent a lot of his
free time on his own, on his devices, watching content on TikTok and gaming on his console. Now, he played
primarily on his Xbox, still playing Fortnite but preferring to play NBA 2K26

Ben is one of the three children ageing out (leaving the Study) after this Wave, as they are turning or have
turned |8. Chapter 8 will cover in more detail how they feel about growing up and entering adulthood.

In the last few years, many of the children in the sample reported spending the
majority of their free time online

In earlier Waves, the typical weekday for most participants was defined by

after school clubs, physical hobbies and playing outside, with media use For a smaller number of children
playing a less prominent role in their lives. Only a handful of children spent = some kind of media use would be
most of their free-time using media. their main after-school or

. . . . . . weekend leisure activity.
While ten children in the current sample still had offline commitments,

such as Zak (15) in Scouts, Lily (12) playing football, or Arjun (14) playing Excerpt from Children’s

cricket, for most of these children their hobbies were only a small part of Media Lives: Wave | report
their wider routines, with each typically occupying one or two days a (2014)
week".
“ @®a Monday, | go to Air ExplorersnpvDon ot her days] | don’t real
m set .”
-~ Zak (15)
-’

“I'2 play cricket for [a | ocal OorBakatdalhub] weh
netsesson with one of my daétos$lpmsethansasffealy | i ke t
fun.”

) @ Arjun (14)

Over the years, as the children have had greater access to the online world across independent devices, they
have reported spending more time online than pursuing offline hobbies. Even those who did have offline,
regular hobbies, still reported spending more time online. Outside of their extracurricular activities and
school, these children chose to spend their free time online.

For example, Keeley (10) spoke about quitting gymnastics after joining Gaelic Football because she was “too
busy” in her spare time, but she also reported spending most of her weeknights watching TV after finishing her
homework.

13 It is important to note that fieldwork took place during Winter. Children’s offline behaviours may change throughout the year.
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“I normally have, like, training on Wednesday for, like,lfo@@adli¢ f o o t Ilnaoo | ]
busy with, like, Gaelic and all and, like, just doing lots.ebstifét | do mostly after school

- e is, like, homework. And then after my homework, | would, like, get a snack. And then, like, |
3 would, like, sit and watch something on the TV or sonfething
Keeley (10)

Similar to Keely (10), a few of the children also spoke about quitting some of their extra-
curricular activities.

Suzy (14) grew up doing many offline, physical extracurricular sports and classes. When she first joined the
study at eight years old, she enjoyed swimming, jiu-jitsu and gymnastics. Over the next few years, she explored
different classes, eventually dedicating herself mainly to gymnastics and Acro (a combination of acrobatics,
dance and gymnastics).

However, two years ago, Suzy quit gymnastics. This Wave, Suzy started going to the gym as part of her
routine, focusing primarily on leg and abdominal workouts. However, at the time of the first interview, she
was considering stopping the gym because she did not enjoy it and hoped to start going to weekly Park Runs
instead.

‘O had done gymn
gymnastics and t
Suzy (14)

astics for |ike years and year
hen | started going to the gyn

Ben (18) had a similar transition. Though he loved watching and playing basketball, this year he had quit his
basketball team. While he still played occasionally at school, he stopped playing more casually with his friends
after school.

“1 joined a tiaseomndianded upéaving aftenabeut two months because even
m t hough | |l oved basketball, l'i ke it was just ta
¥ Ben (18)

Approaching his A-Level exams, Ben’s mum said that he had given up basketball to focus more on his revision.

“He was playing a huge amount of time playing
A think the last couple of months he feels like he's a bit more on his own and just trying to get his head

Y down and do what he needs to do.”

Ben’s (18) mum
>

However, when speaking to Ben and seeing his screen time, researchers observed that a lot of his free time
was spent on his phone, predominantly using TikTok. When researchers spoke to Ben’s mum, she reflected
that his free time that he would have been playing basketball was probably being spent on his phone.

“1 coul d maybe gue s gybasketball, thatihis sceeentime]lhas st opped
increased..because he’'s not able to [play baske
be higher, because he's got more time on his

ﬁ?\ Ben’s (18) mum
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Figurel: Ben's (18) screentime during the diary task period.

Last year, Amber went to her school’s drama club as she wanted to be an actress.

want to be art
after school

“I!)2’ m doing drama club, | kind of
| wanted to, so | went with her and it was really nices Tuesday
Amber (12)

Excerpt from Children’s Media Lives: Wave || report (2025)

This wave, Amber no longer wanted to be an actress and had stopped going to drama club, typically going
straight home after school. She spent a lot of her free time on her phone, on Snapchat and TikTok primarily.

“ don'thaveanye x t r acurri cul ar ...Someti mes | go out, bt
so |I"m not allowed out when |I'm home al one..
Amber (13)

Consistent with previous years, Amber’s parents had restricted the siblings from leaving the house while they
were at work. With an increase in their work shifts this year, the girls were at home more frequently.



Zak (15) had some extracurricular hobbies and spends a large
amount of his time on his devices

- T

-y Zak’s day begins between 6:00 and 6:45am, timed to All Devices Devices

make sure he has enough time to get ready and reach

the local tram stop by 7:55am. His mum drops him off at

the stop in the morning, and he arrives at school before

S’ 9:00am. In school, technology plays an increasing role in
Zak’s lessons. For example, in Biology they sometimes
use Chromebooks to revise, using Kerboodle'.

More recently, Zak has started attending Scouts every Monday for a few
hours after school. This has been a new hobby he has joined after being
prompted by a friend. On his way home from school, he’ll stop by some
shops or the local McDonald’s with his friends.

When Zak is at home, he spends most of his time in his room on his devices,
predominantly his phone. As he has grown older, his family have relaxed their
rules around device usage, and Zak decides how he spends his time on his
phone, laptop, smart TV and iPad. TikTok is his most used app, and he spends
over two hours on it daily, mainly scrolling on his For You Page which is
made up of a lot of fan edits and fan content.

Amira’s (15) main hobbies were listening to music and watching Netflix

A Amira’s day begins at 7am, when she wakes up and gets ready for school. As soon as she
= wakes up, Amira starts listening to her favourite music on the Tubidy app — currently
x Drake, Mariah Carey, The Weekend and Chris Brown.
“I love my AirPods so much. | use them, like, every single second of the day. Like, when I'm
g ’ walking to school before | leave my house, my AirPods are on. If there's too much noise in my

house, my AirPods are on. If I'm outside anywhendefviem, like, spending time with other

people, I'll still have my AirPods on. If I'm, like, anywhere that is outside.q

anywhere without ther

Aside from during lessons, Amira wears her AirPods for most of the day —
including when spending time with friends.

After school, Amira sometimes goes to her local town with friends to go
shopping, hang out, or grab some food, but she mostly goes straight home.
She didn’t speak about taking part in any hobbies or extracurricular activities.
At home, she’ll do some homework, revision, or help look after her younger
brothers, but the majority of her time is spent watching Netflix — including at
the weekends.

“So on Sundays is,l&el obviously like wash my hair on Sundays. F
it's like a hair wash day. And then just like | basically tidy up my rog
maybe make food, I'm not sure. And then just throughout the rest (EEEERe.
day, I'll probably just sit on my iPad or on g/ @hjoist watch Netflix
and that's pretty mucH it.

data

AV o e oo ey cmessnaeman

14 Kerboodle is an online learning and digital subscription service designed for secondary schools. It provides resources, digital books and
assessments.

Figur.éBE Amira's (15) battery use

26h 501



For Amira, watching Netflix isn’t just something she does when alone in her room, but something she feels she
can’t complete other activities without.

“But like | really, | can't eat my dinner or lunch without watching sornfethimgly see me like 2%
watching YouTube now while I'm like eating because most of the time {rdaas"a K

This wave, offline media consumption had diminished further for most children

In previous waves, a few of the children spoke about occasionally engaging with offline media such as
newspapers, cinema or linear TV.

“Eve was one of the children who was consuming the most news content, watching it two or three tim
reading The Times and the Guardian at the weekend
Eve (17)

Excerpt from Children’s Media Lives: Wave 4 report (2017)

“Watching the TV set is often seen as a family activity, and children rarely Wwatch alone.
Excerpt from Children’s Media Lives: Wave 3 report (2016)

This wave, almost all the media the children consumed and engaged with was online.

As with previous years, the children rarely used traditional media formats such as radio and linear TV. There
were some occasions that children such as Arjun, Bryony and Zak watched live TV with their family, but they
predominantly streamed content online — sometimes with family, but usually on their own.

For example, Amira had a TV downstairs in her living room that has linear channels, but she predominantly
watched TV in her bedroom, which did not have linear channels.

Q “So that's why | can't really watch any,
S like, just channels like that. But it's fine for me, though, because | don't really watch, like,
l C channels and stuff. Mostly just Netflix or YouTulse onith¥ . ”

Amira (15)
L

None of the children were reading as part of their out of school routines

Outside of school requirements, none of the children reported choosing to read or reading as a regular part
of their routines. In Wave |, three children reported that they “loved” to read regularly. This Wave, while
some engaged with books occasionally, such as Angus (I 3) reading over Christmas, or Bryony (18) buying a

15 K-drama, short for ‘Korean dramas’ refer to television series and films produced in South Korea. A core theme of K-dramas is romance,
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romance novel at the airport for her |8™ birthday trip, it was not reported as a major interest for any of the
children.

Caleb,9 Billy, 10 Keeley, Bailey, Lily,12 Angus, Amber, Willow, Suzy, Arjun, Amira, Zak, 15 Niamh, Sam,17 Taylor, Ben, 17 Bryony,
10 11 13 13 Iz 14 14 15 16 17 18

Reading as part of
routine

Reading
occassionally

Tablel: Table mapping which participants reported reading regularly or occasionally

For some of the children, written media was not as interesting or engaging compared to more visual forms of
media and they generally did not like reading.

‘O don’t | i ke books that mdlchdonrhteyKmow.j ulstdc
L:\ reading them that much.”
Billy (10)

“Reading? Not really, no. Unl ess it’s at, I i
-1i ke, my reading is fine, but , i ke, at hom
entertain me as much as, like, movies dnd stu’

Amira (15)

Willow’s (13) mum reflected on how screentime can take priority over offline hobbies, such as reading.

“My bigger concefWi ilsowppdralnietdycedwtrt 86 s

doesn’t do as much art as she used to. The p
anything else she might do."”

When the children did occasionally read in their spare time, or read books for school, some described

struggling with the focus required for engaging with longer-form texts.

Willow’s (13) mum

‘O have to read Frankenstein for English Lit
Frankenstein. Like, I can’t readredahdlican’t fo
al ways fall asleep after Iike two |lines or |
don’'t enjoy reading.”

Niamh (16)

“ don’t read very much..lt’'s creative and coo

to just settle down and read a bbok..l ' ve nev

Willow (13)




PAGE 25 OF | 14

Even when reading occurred within a school context, it was described as a passive experience. For example,
Zak (14) could only recall reading Of Mice and Meix school because his teacher read it aloud to the class;
when he recently took out a reading book for English himself, he couldn't even remember its name.

What content were children seeing and how were
they engaging with it?

In the first year of the study, many of the children had shared access to devices, and few had their own
personal ones. Overall, in early Waves of CML, children relied on shared family devices. This Wave, however,
all the children had their own devices and mostly chose to consume media on their own smart phones and
tablets. Some children did have shared devices, though children’s use of shared devices had reduced overall.

What the children were watching, and the format of content has also evolved over the years.

In 2016, children turned to YouTube as a source of short-form content. Over the last few Waves, TikTok has
become the main destination for fast-paced, short-form content for most of the sample, while YouTube is now
viewed as a platform more commonly used for longer-form videos.

Not only had digital media become a bigger part of children’s lives, but their
consumption of it was also becoming increasingly individual

As stated above, this year, all the children who took part in the study had their own devices and mostly tended
to use these over shared ones.

Caleb, 9 Billy, 10 Keeley, Bailey, Lily,12 Angus, Amber, Willow, Suzy, Arjun,  Amira, Zak, 15 Niamh, Sam, 17 Taylor, Ben,17 Bryony,
10 11 13 13 13 14 14 15 16 17 18
Laptop or
desktop

Table2: Table mapping the children's personal devices

Tablet

Smart TV

Gaming console

This shift meant that a large portion of their media lives took place on portable, private devices.

’ “Sometimes* m | i k e ,,like,’cany up hesetand gjke, fust,avatch a movie by
| @ e myself . .normally just | ay in bed and watch my
el Keeley (10)
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“Sometimes | watch with my |watchedthabbypeyselfnies, wi
m normally watch it up here ['in his bedroom],
i Zak (15)
S’

For many, phones and tablets acted as a tool for multitasking.

“Throughout the rest of the day, I'll probably just sit on my iPad or on my phone or just watch
Netflix and that's pretty much.And then with my little brothers, then | just mostly spend more

time with them, but also more time to myself. Like, what | do is | just. | bring them upstairs and |
get their iPad so they can watchdik@melon or whatever. And | just keep them in my
room..| "1 1 stay in the cgriher and I I 1 just do
Amira (15)

Some children often used their devices as soon as they woke up and right before going to bed
Sam (17) recalled waking up, having a shower and going back to bed to scroll on his phone.

“Yesterday, woke WNprmalbl'dgetstragylet in the showkrdherfgo s e v e n .
back into bed, look at my phone for a bit. Favourite some items on Vinted. Go through TikTok,
see if there's anything going on. Watch, watch some YouTube.

Sam (17)

Amira’s (15), Ben’s (18) and Niamh’s (16) screentime also showed that they used their phones through the
night and as soon as they woke up. It is worth noting that we don’t know how active these children’s usage in
the night was. It is possible that some of the late night or early morning app use was passive consumption (e.g.
music). However, in the case of all three children whose screentime is shown below, they described using
their phones sometimes late into the night. Niamh in particular was using TikTok a lot, sometimes late into the
night. Although it is worth noting that, on one day when her screentime shows TikTok was open until 5am,
she told us she must have fallen asleep with it running.
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Figuret: From left to rightAmira’s (15) screentime, Ben's (18) screentime, and Niamh's (16) screentime

The preference for personal screens and individual content consumption was also described as a practical
solution to avoid “clashing” with other family members in communal spaces. For example, Niamh (16) noted
that because her parents often used the main TV, she preferred the privacy of her own space.

“Well, because sometimes my mum and dad will be down here and they'll be watching that tv. It
kind of clashes because t her Bkebgingupinmdyoor t her
room and watching on my iPad

Niamh (16)

Amber (13) also spoke about scrolling on TikTok, or watching content on Netflix by herself in her room,
regardless of whether her sister or parents were in. Amber’s dad also echoed this.

“They do their .ownstahidngondwmbryway ‘" do you w

they'  re not really interested anymeyoe ..it’' s a
know, me and [ my wife] haven’t seen each oth
itetasy to | et them be upstairs on their phone

Amber’s (13) dad

This contrasts with |10 years ago, where a key finding was:

“In this wave of research, watching the TV set was seen to play more of a central role in family life, and was
perceived by families as a chance to spend time together.”

Excerpt from Children’s Media Lives: Wave 3 report (2016)

In some cases, the children told us that they watched or talked about the content they were seeing with their
friends or family. Sometimes this was in person and sometimes it was online, including sharing TikTok edits of
popular shows with their friends. For example, this Wave, Willow (13) occasionally watched TheTraitorson
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BBC iPlayer with her dad, and Zak (15) watched Stranger Thinga Netflix with his mum and Wicked: For Good
in the cinemas with his friends.

Communal watching was largely reserved for long-form media, such as films and high-profile shows. The
children were far less likely to talk to their peers and family about the short-form content that occupied most
of their screen time, unless it involved a specific meme, trend, or news.

Many of the children struggled to articulate exactly what they had been watching on their personal feeds, often
describing the experience as “random”, or using broad terms such as “funny” and “relatable”.

“Just like random stuff. Like, | don't know,
L,;\ lot of them are fidgei\d e 0s] ..There’s a | ot of random st uf:
Billy (10)

“I! }don’t really know what | 'm gettingd. I " m ge
don’t know. They’' re |Iike ads and people’s re
Angus (13)

The children continued to spend most of their time online on social media
platforms

In earlier Waves of the study, the children balanced their time between after-school clubs, physical play, and
family television. As the children have got older, social media has become the environment they are spending
most of their time in outside school.

For most of the children, social media was used to “chill” or relax. Most of the children who had social media,
particularly TikTok, viewed it as a place to see light-hearted content, and a way to switch off after school or
during the weekend.

Both Amira (15) and Zak (15) spoke about scrolling on social media as a way to relax, as well as to fill time.
While Niamh (16) did find TikTok relaxing, she also reflected that it sometimes distracted her from doing
other tasks she was meant to do.

A “When | '"'m at home mostly | "1l just, I think
Vor 7 sit about because that's |Iike my time to be
= probably just sit on my iPad or on my phone
> Amira (15)
L
“1 went into my bed and started watching Tik
to go for a run. I wo ukjdst s hadd tougpt myselfoffofis t ay i ng

becausém just, it justrelaxesme argdi j ust enj oyabl e.”
Niamh (16)
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“Li ke maybe if |
Zak (15)

m on the tram or just

Sam (17), Amber (13) and Taylor’s (17) screen time also showed social media as their most used apps.

Figureés: From left to right

_ - : i i Sam's (17) screentime
e N iPhone < Scrwen Time @D Ptons showing WhatsApp, TikT
Eoturday S Joal iy @  Toesday, 23 Decomber and Snapchat as most u:
apps.; Amber
- screentime showing
7 smapchat Snapchat, TikTok and

Most Liset @ Dailynotion as most used

I & Snapchat apps; Tay|0
@ TikTok screentime showing

@ = Snapchat, Instagram anc

k Dailvmotion
== Safari H
|| I Jdul II @ Whatsapp @ TikTok as her most used
a = & oo apps.

@ JustEat
12h 26m 4m WhatsApp

@ ReelShort

m

@ Safari
v Show Categories ° google.com
() WhatsApp
[>)] @ App Store
gy Tikiok :
. @ Nationwide

As with previous Waves, the content children consumed continued to appear to
be highly personalised

Generally, the children described watching a wide range of content across the different social media and
streaming platforms they used. As in previous years of the research, the content they saw often appeared to
be highly personalised to their individual interests and online behaviours.

For example, Taylor Swift-related content continued to dominate Zak’s feeds across TikTok, Instagram and X.
Ben’s feeds contained large amounts of basketball-related content, and the videos recommended on Taylor’s
YouTube account were largely related to hiking and camping following her recent participation in the Gold
Duke of Edinburgh expedition.



PAGE 30 OF |14

Figures: Screen recording sent by (from left to right) Zak (15), Ben (18) and Taylor (17)
their diary task

The children generally reflected positively on having personalised feeds that were relevant to their specific moods
and hobbies. Some noted that it made their time on social media and streaming platforms feel more entertaining
and engaging. Rather than having to search for something to watch, the children appreciated that their existing
interests were mirrored back to them automatically.

“1t'"s kind of |ike relatable things. And the
and | reposted it because | wanted to go and
suppose from my reposts and my likes, it will, like, justsof gener at e that con
think it’'s pretty cool ."”

Niamh (16)

“Because mostly when | find like a gdoahia that | love watching, I'll like it. So then my
recommended list, it will get automatically like it will turn into K dramas that they know that I'l
l'ike. And most of the time it's true.?”
Amira (15)

Similar to previous waves, a lot of this content took the form of fan edits, a type
of video that many of the children encountered in some form across their feeds

These edits often focused on television programmes or films the children were watching, but also included
videos about musicians, celebrities or sports teams they followed.
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In some cases, these videos consisted of short clips taken directly from the original show or programme;
others were clips edited by fans where they ‘shipped’'é, certain characters from shows or reacted to particular
scenes. For example, edits relating to Stranger Thingppeared to be especially popular among many of the
children this year.

D 2209

Figure’: Screenshot of Amber's (1:
reposts on her TikTok page. At the
time of interviews, a majority of he
reposts were about Stranger Thing

There were some differences in the types of content children encountered depending on their age and gender,
though with significant overlap. These differences are not precise or representative patterns. Instead, they
reflect broad tendencies observed across interviews, diary tasks, and social media tracking.

Older children
Motivational/
aspirational content
2016 nostalgia News content
Memes of news Content about
and current i
Body-image : making money
affairs
content |
Content about i
' Luxury lifestyle Sports
Beauty and frendships and content
Girls  skincare (Elsko e - Boys
Fan edits

Gaming videos

Younger children

Table3: Grid mapping the types of content the children encountered or reported seeing

16 To ‘ship’ derives from the word ‘relationship’. This term is used within fan communities to describe the desire for two or more people, fictional
or real, to be in a romantic relationship. This can manifest through fan fiction, art, online discussions, edits.
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This Wave, some participants spoke about seeing the ‘2016’ trend on social

media

This viral trend was characterised by using filters, music, and posting styles of 2016. Many content creators
posted nostalgic videos reflecting on how fun and simple social media was ten years ago. Some of the children
had seen these posts and reflected that it was a way for people to “bring back” good memories.

e
s el
<

Ak

“There’'s this thing .albiokuee t2rOy2i6n g ittd sbrliinkge baac
Angus (13)

“| saw one, it was like, they [celebrities] were at the Grammys in 2016 and they were doing a

sel fie..l guess it’s just kind of Ilike trying
Zak (15)

“1 feel |l i ke 2016 was just a very good year
whatageyouaret hey want t oUnganrappucdinbom Gtarbulckeeople

are making that and saying ‘oh 2016 is so ba
Niamh (16)

Girls in the sample continued to encounter large amounts of content relating to
beauty, skincare and fashion, whereas the older boys tended to see content
related to making money and self-improvement

When it came to the beauty, skincare and fashion content the girls were seeing, this included both adverts that
appeared on their feeds, as well as influencers sharing or promoting certain products through sponsored
posts, skincare and makeup routines, and haul videos — see Chapter 4 on commercialisation.

Among older boys in the sample, there appeared to be more content related to making money or self-
improvement. This included motivational or aspirational content focused on success, discipline or financial
independence, with some of the boys also attempting to make money online, such as by selling items on Vinted
— as outlined in Chapter 4.
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Among the younger children, gaming videos continued to feature prominently
in many of their feeds and the content they were consuming

This included gameplay clips, commentary videos, tutorials or tips, and highlights
from certain games. For example, Billy’s (10) favourite YouTube channels
included Fynnpir¢l .5M subscribers), Camod@aming4M subscribers) and
Simply Chr{8.04M subscribers) — each with over | million subscribers, with a
mix of longer videos and shorts on different types of gameplay.

“Li ke the al gopaimyhm that’'s poppin
recommendat ¢limsseme Ganméontent and

memes "

Caleb (9)

Figure8: Screenshot of gat
play content from Caleb (¢
during the initial interview.

Across the shows, products, people and music appearing on children’s TikTok,
Instagram and YouTube feeds, much of the content appeared to originate from,
or be strongly influenced by, American culture

In some cases, this was reflected in the celebrities, creators and television shows the children were watching —

such as Stranger Things influencers like the Kalogeras Sist€7s79M subscribers), who Keeley (10) and
Amber (14) were both watching.

Keeley reflected that American channels on YouTube were the ‘only option’ she could find, and that their
videos were entertaining because the US has ‘more shops’ than where she lived in Northern Ireland.

“There'siottoomanypeopleghatdoYouTub@ Irelandor likeanywherelseclosevherd live,
=3 €9 sothat's|[American channelietheonlyoption. They ' re fun and all, becal

”

more shops than us.
Keeley (10)

“These YouTuber g
Si s theeijust anly recently starte
watching theroutlike, everyone gl
me about themeveryone thinks of
triplets and they just make like,
videos, like challengés

Amber (13)

“Daddy, who ¢
\, for ZachBryan in 202674

For some, American culture appeared through
aesthetic trends. For example, some of the older girls
were seeing content relating to Western or ‘cowboy’
culture, including country music and artists like Zach
Bryan, as well as Western-inspired fashion and adverts.

This is something to be seen in wider social media I —
culture at the time of reporting.

Figure®: Screen recording from Niamh's (16) diary task
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For almost all the children, short-form videos continued to dominate the
content they were watching

Several children were watching long-form content like films and TV-shows, but they tended to spend more
time watching short-form content. This was largely due to the popularity of TikTok, although children also
accessed short-form content on YouTube shorts and Instagram reels. While some described enjoying the
speed and convenience with which they could consume large amounts of content in a short period of time,
others had not thought deeply about whether they preferred short or long-form content — rather, it was
about the availability of short-form content and the popularity of the platforms they were posted on.

. “Yeah Likeshortformcontentlikeshortvideos. TikTok's a big part of everythingjust
= happens. If I'm on Tik Tok, | won't watch arlong e o . "
Sam (17)
> ei._,é\\

b

Yet some also reflected that the short videos and ability to scroll on platforms like TikTok and YouTube
Shorts made it easy to continue watching video after video, and that they often spent longer on their devices
than they had originally intended.

/\ “This was one of the days that | sort of sat
= = that much but then apparently I do.”

}‘ y Bryony (18)

“My sl eep schedule was terrible tfons week.. |

A Ti kTok] . I't’s justhawvirhgoh eaeaVyl gndi ghi dcbae
y embarrassing just becau8e you know you’'re ju
Ben (18)

In Keeley’s (10) first interview, she said she normally watched YouTube shorts for about 10 minutes at a time.
However, during the follow-up interview, she was shocked to have seen she had spent six hours a day
watching YouTube shorts.

“Really surprising, like, how much time I've been actually using this stuff for, because | checked it

- and one wasixhours, and thatsnotgadd | ooked at it atmbdong? was | i
; Like what?p ...] Maybe | get t ooYoaTdbe.iLiket l=chuse, when ytou s 0 me t
see something, you justsgrolld t hen vy o,u’lreet 'Isi kgeo,, |leett’’ss ggoo . ”

Keeley (10)

What did the children and their parents think
about the risks of being online?

Children reported that they mostly felt safe online

As the children mainly saw the Internet as a place for entertainment and learning, they broadly perceived it as
fun and harmless.
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Willow (13), for example, felt that she was generally safe online and that parents were exaggerating when they
warned children about the dangers of going online.

“1 know they’re just trying to keep me safe
[ parents] definitely have a different percep

going to happen, it’s suchlistanedtothesec hance but
audi obooks..that’'s one of the reasons | can’t
Willow (13)

While children could list specific risks when probed, none of them said they personally felt unsafe. Suzy (14)
spoke about the risk of images being sent round without people’s consent but wasn’t worried about this
happening to her.

“Like, the negative side of it.?Nd, kle',vegusat s

= I've heard white people, like, a lot of girls send their nudes on it. A lot of nudes been sent around
our schoolfromit don't know why anyone would want to
|l ot of girls | know have done that. Even som
Suzy (14)

Taylor (17) spoke about the risks of having a public Instagram account

When Taylor first joined She explained that the conversations she had with
the study in 2022 aged |3,

4 »

gsjfl\;\ . strangers would typically become ‘flirty’ or sexual, and
% ‘&\ S el Bel ey she would often be asked to add the person messaging
L on Snapchat and move the chat away from Instagram.
Excerpt from Children’s Media Lives Wave 8
report (2022)

“inappropriate” messages

from strangers one or two

times a month on Instagram

or Snapchat. Over the
following years, she spoke about receiving these
types of messaged less often, which she attributed to no longer messaging people she did not know on
social media.

This year, however, her concerns about inappropriate messages were no longer related to strangers, but to
people she knew, particularly boys in her school. She described being added to a WhatsApp group chat in
which boys were sending sexualised messages about a girl in her class who was not in the chat.

“ Rere was &VhatsAppgyroup chat where a guy was saying sort of very disgusting things about a
class who wasn't on the group chat. Like very sexual things, like what he wanted to do and’things

She also spoke about a recent experience in which images from her public Instagram account had been
taken and shared by boys in her school. These images, which included photos from her holiday highlights,
had been screenshotted and circulated.

“Like a few weeks ago, the boys, some boys in year 11 found my Instagram page, which vmasvput
been made privaf@hey]foundmy Instagram page and went on to my holiday highlights where I've
pictures of me in a bikini, took screenshots and shared it about and one of them had it in their car
much longer than the other people fourposes ”

Taylor said she was upset by the incident because she felt that the response from her school after she
reported it had been insufficient. At the same time, she reflected on the fact that the images had been
posted on a public account, and that this had made them accessible to anyone.



“So,most of the year group knows thE,tken o ws t hawhd” an hdadck tgh and things
like that. For mé wasn't the picture that was the problem fobexause | posted it on my Instagtahe
end of the day, | knew whatt| didn't want it seen, if | was soxt thfat makes me sound like an attentic
[seeker}-if | didn't want it seen, | wouldn't have posted it, basically. | didn't obviously want it seen
like year 11s, because that makes me feel weird. But it wasn't the picture so much as the action.
sort of it was the situation that upset’me.

Since this happened, Taylor has made her Instagram account private.

When reflecting on her experience of growing up online, Taylor also spoke about how earlier experiences
of receiving messages from older men had shaped how she presented herself online as she got older.

“And there was like old men messaging me when | was like 11 years old. Um, and even like i
old men, like as | got older, like maybe 14, 13 was probably the peak, like where there's kids
talking to me online. | think it's made me aavay d¢hat like, | don't know if you've heard the phra:
but like sort of dressing for the male gaze and things like that. Like, | think it's made me-dige |
my social media profitelike, | never used to be able to answer, why do you post? Probably for
realistically.

Arjun (14) was aware of violent content being shared on social media but reported that he hadn’t seen this
content himself and wasn’t bothered by it.

“1" m fine with gore and stuf f, butThdedraed does
was one time two months ago, something on InstadraikTok, stuff like thgait raided
""@ with people getting ran ovidrat was when they got hacked and stuff. Even then | was fine with
g it
e Arjun (14)

For Caleb (9) and Amira (15), the main risk of being online that they spoke about was their personal
information being leaked — but both felt they took enough measures to prevent this from happening.

“ Ye'experienced something that says, what is your age? | was. They really wanted me to answer,
so | just pretended myself as.B&cause | didn't want to share my pseosbnal

i nf or rBachuseothat person might tell some people about them and. And other people

can like, stalk the person and ask for your personal information and it can spread.

Caleb (9)

Q “It's good to like, keep your information private because some people, they can leak their
3.4 numbers or like their location and stuff, and then sometimes it just doesn't end up good for them
' " because there's like, lots of weird people around in thelwestdlon't leak any of my
personal information or just like do anything that could kind &f be bad.
g ) Amira (15)

17 'Tea' is slang for gossip or insider information about someone or something. To 'know the tea' means to be aware of what has happened or what
is being said about a person or situation. To 'spill the tea' means to share that gossip with others.
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Interestingly, when asked what one thing they would change about the Internet, several children mentioned
people behaving inappropriately online as a general societal problem, but they did not seem to think it applied
to their own digital lives.

“If I can change the Internet, | say that | will change the inappropriate comments and they'll be
deleted.
Caleb (9)

“The cons [of being online] are, |like the dan
people.or people who could be a threat to other
Willow (13)

Many children reported that they wanted to spend less time on social media

Many of the children reflected that they spent too much time online, particularly on social media, and reported
that this might not be good for them and that there were better things they could do with their time.
However, some also described the difficulty they had in drawing themselves away from their devices — with
some even calling themselves “addicted” to certain platforms, particular where there is a lot of short form
content like TikTok, Instagram and YouTube.'®

Niamh (16) reflected that she spent too much time on social media

Niamh (16) typically spent over six
hours a day on her phone —
though this sometimes went up to
£Y over |3 hours. Her most used
A A platform was TikTok. She
w 7 reported using TikTok a lot,
sometimes late into the night, until

iPhone (7) iPhone (7)

/3 Monday, 8 December

Snapchat

“may be 2Whershe ompieted the diary TS o
task, her TikTok screen time on one day was over Viost Used
nine hours — mostly between the hours of midnight ; & TikTok
and 5am. When asked about this in her follow up [ Snapchat
interview, she wasn’t sure how that happened and said B Usterbankn
she wasn’t on TikTok until 5am that night. She thinks Sr e @ S

she may have been on it late and then fallen asleep b Instagram
with it still on because when she woke up, her phone @ Whatshpp
had run out of battery. Limit © oooglecom

Snapchat

During the follow-up interview, Niamh spoke about
regretting how long she spent on social media, and the
cost of not spending that time doing other activities,
such as her schoolwork or seeing friends. Yet, as her
screen time suggested, limiting the amount of time she spent on social media was easier said than done.

Figurel0: Niamh's (16) screen time

18 There are other platforms that children used that host short form content, such as Snapchat via their Spotlight feature, but none of the children
were using that feature.



“1 don't | i ke i t-Iveshm this manytioneslbefdremulcrathermy phiore jus
have the camera app, um, and like the phone app and then the messages app. | would, | wot
rid of social media because | think social media stops me from doing a lot of stuff. Like, if | ha
schoolwork and I'ntisiy on my phone, | would just end up sitting on my phone and not doing n
schoolwork or whatnot. And | know there's so many people like that. And even going out and
- whenever you have social media and you're able to go and like seé fadlopbetiadem through soc
media, | think you don't see much in real life. And there's a lot of people who like are friends \

online but I|like wouldn't see them as much
because unlesgerybody | knew was going to do it, | wouldn't have any other way of speaking
unl ess | was going to see them."”

Without being prompted, Niamh also spoke about how she feels as though she’s “addicted” to TikTok.

“Whenever | 'm |Iike at home, I get really

to go on a run tonight and you weren't here and | went into my bed and started watching Tik
was like, right, in half an hour I'm goigg for a run. | would end up just staying on Tik Tok and
getting my dinner and probably going back up and sitting o8dlkTok.at e how add

Willow (13) also spoke about her friend’s experience on social media and how they felt “addicted” to TikTok.

“1 f vy olikTokt@oenuch,tit gefs addictive. Especially at a younger age, being addicted to

stuf f i.sl iksnnow sgeritgaabtvasn't wery great for them and they got really,
really addicted and it got really, really ba
great for them.”

Willow (13)

Like Niamh (16), Keeley (10) also spoke about being unhappy with the six plus hours a day she was spending
on her tablet — mostly on YouTube, Roblox and Snapchat.

“Like you could be doing more important stuff liengptr like spending time with your

family or playing like a board game or somethiigm j ust | i ke oh, this i:
wow, | need to go get a break now, like | need to get something to eat, or | need to like just go sit
down and have a rest or something."’

Keeley (10)

Ben (18) spoke about how staying up on his phone was affecting his sleep, and how
it was “embarrassing” to be spending so much time on his phone — but that it was
easy to ignore the time app-based limits he had set.

“I mean, you can see by the hours, but my sleep schedule w
- terrible for this week. | was staying up really. latkefinitely

’ spend too much time online, and | could be using time more

) S productively. | mean, having a really high screen time is a bit

Wﬁ, embarrassing just because, you know, you just shouldn't anc
& b just wasting timel have a thing on TikTok when I've been 30

minutes uninterrupted, it'll give me a notification. Uh, I, | don’
why, because | usually just scroll it away and then.&amething on
Instagram ”
Ben (18)

Figurell: Ben's (18) screen ti
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Similarly, Taylor (17) spoke about the tension between wanting to relax on her phone, particularly during the
holidays or weekends, without “doomscrolling”'? or exceeding the time limits she had set herself on Opal, a
screen-time management app.

. “To be fair, recently I've been a bit like, oh, maybe | need to go downstairs a bit more because
-E\ I've just been sitting upstairs on my phone, but | think in terms of like on social media, just like on
! '£ my own, like isolated doomscrolling | don't thinkt Imdhbmean, on weekends | can be

A

quite bad. Whereas when Opal tries to block it during half term and I'm not in school | just get
irritated because I'm like, stop blocking it, I'm not in school, | want to go on.isitpdrone

my phone and will likeainscroll, or a combination of like procrastination. Like, it &dds up
Taylor (17)

Many of the children using social media said they could not picture a life without
it

Despite many of the children stating that they wanted to spend less time on social media, they also found it
very difficult to imagine a life without it. For many of the children, growing up on social media was what they
knew and were used to, and thinking about how they might entertain themselves or keep up with friends
without social media was not something they had often considered. For example, when prompted about
Australia’s ban on social media for under-16s%, most children disagreed with enforcing similar bans in the UK.
Several reflected they wouldn’t know what to do or how to spend their time if their access to certain
platforms was removed. This included children like Arjun, who did have hobbies outside of his online life, such
as cricket and motorsport club.

“They'rehinkingabouta sociamediaban,whichl thinkiscrazy.. that means no Instagram, no
TikTok, no Twitter, nothing. Which means the whole connectivity with your friends is gone.
o= Goodbye, see you later. Which meahsawmeant to make plans, haya meant to,

| you know, because we, we kind of live effvelly you knowed o tive off our phones. But

g todo a lot of things, we use our phones, like when we're playing on our consoles, we use our
" phone or if we want to make plans to go out, we use our phones to message. If we can't do that,

then | don't know what's going to happen, which is pretty crazy.
Arjun (14)

When the researcher asked what kind of platforms Arjun thought would be involved in this ban, he said for
him it would only be TikTok, as he otherwise only had WhatsApp, which he assumed wouldn’t be banned. The
researcher then asked how he currently made plans with his friends:

“Well, | use WhatsApp, but | know some of my friends have Snap. Well, quite a lot of my friends
have Snapchatnd they chat with others and make plans on Snapchat as[Wwelss if
o= WhatsApp is the only one that doesn't get banned, it would be WhatsApp. WhatsApp gets
Nt banned, then | have no clue."”
e Arjun (14)

I

Other children, such as Keeley (10), Suzy (14), Taylor (17) and Sam (17) also reflected on a potential ban.

19 Doomscrolling refers to spending a lot of time scrolling through content. It is often associated with the excessive consumption of negative news
or social media content.

20 From |0 December 2025, Australia has banned social media access for children under 6. Major platforms, such as TikTok, Instagram, Facebook
and Snapchat, must restrict underage users through age assurance methods. https://www.reuters.com/legal/litigation/australia-social-media-ban-
takes-effect-world-first-2025-12-09/.



https://www.reuters.com/legal/litigation/australia-social-media-ban-takes-effect-world-first-2025-12-09/
https://www.reuters.com/legal/litigation/australia-social-media-ban-takes-effect-world-first-2025-12-09/
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“Yeah, |l " ve heard abouil It.hfagel] slbad afl o rmetdh eam .bl
R X YouTube. Like, what else are you gonna do al
Keeley (10)

“Yeah, the Australia one. It was just on Tik®Dbk | would. I'd be raging if it happened here.
‘Calusese soci al media too much.”
Suzy (14)

The children who did agree with the idea of a social media ban tended to be the older children in the sample,
like Taylor (17) and Sam (17).

“1" m worried about, |l i ke, toxic masculinity,
being exposed to that. And [her sister] is like, the similar things to what I've experienced. Like,
I'm worried aboutsexsalt i on of |, |l i ke, young children..l d

media] and it's not the children's fault for being on it, but what Australia is doing is probably the
right thing to do because it's changed the way that, like, young p@ople fincti
Taylor (17)

y ‘O believe it was s o0 di6allthinknts duiteasmdrtetobeg banned
(“_Q honest. | don't believe that people under the ag
in their lives. It's, it's horrible. I'd, Heltbate to be- | know | am still technically a child, but I'd
hate to be like 12 or 13 in this generation because they're seeing girls on Instagram with fake,
PN fake bodies, fake hair, fake lashedelie/¢hat's what they need to be to look bedutiful
! Sam (17)

Many parents said they struggled to monitor their children’s online lives

Some parents were also worried about the amount of time their children were spending online, and the
difficulty they faced in having oversight of their children’s online activities.

“Theonlythingwedo,wetry to doisliketo reducehis,youknowscreetime.. So we try to,

you know, let him repldB®bloxjvith other things Like when, you know, like take our phone
and like my own phone, he knows the password. So the other one we put a hassword so
doesn't have access to'it

Caleb’s (9) mum

“We're trying to sort of cuftéchnology usdpwn a wee bit. So during the week, we tend to not
have the tablets out through the week when they're at school, still trying to reinfahiekthat

it [her tabletvas affecting her ability to be able to concentrate on anything other than what was
in front of her.

Keeley’s (10) mum



Willow (13) found workarounds to her parental controls

Willow’s parents had set up multiple parental controls to manage what she watched, and
what platforms she accessed. The family followed strict time limits, with phones disabled
overnight and only accessible during specific windows, like the commute to school or
set times on weekends. Her mum had also put a “blanket ban” on certain platforms.

“You can just get into this really mindless, meaningless content consumption. And 1
we're trying to protect her fr@&ujt's anything that in any way approximates TikTok, ai
that even slightly Tk¥ols que, | am going to make st
Willow’s (13) mum

Willow was not allowed to have Pinterest, YouTube, TikTok, Facebook or Snapchat and needed parental
permission if she wants to download a new app.

However, Willow’s mum sometimes found it difficult to manage these controls.
“She's got a very strong personality She's

Despite these restrictions, Willow was motivated to find ways around her parental controls to get to the
content she wanted. For example, she used workarounds to see Pinterest content despite not being
allowed to do so. She also managed to see short form-style content using a separate app. Finally, she also
had workarounds to be able to watch, or watch snippets of, YouTube videos she was otherwise prohibited
from viewing.?!

Several parents spoke about feeling outpaced by their children’s savviness with social media and their devices
and their ability to circumvent parental restrictions.

( «Q* “ ¥ery month. Like my phone bill i€1%® just for, just fgr A mb eThey just are able to
'& do it and it just goes on my phone bike | changed all her settings but then she'd change
them back.

Amber’s (13) dad

Some parents also spoke about the difficulty they faced in monitoring what their children were seeing online,
and worried that their children might have come across inappropriate content.

“I've tried, like, to really try to look into those things that | don't really understand sometimes.
Like, you know, like some scary something, especially on that Roblox, you know, like the videos,
you see some image, you know, images and, you knok sttetyloSo I'm always worried

about that.

Caleb’s (9) mum

For a few parents, these concerns extended beyond specific harms their children might have come across
online. For example, Suzy’s (14) and Angus’s (13) parents spoke about the influence social media might have
had on their children’s wider ideologies and beliefs.

21 Note that we have chosen not to include the exact detail of these workarounds to avoid readers being able to replicate them.
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“You know, I|Iike, Andrew Tate. | afdnguncerned
isayoung, impressionable guy, and if there's somebody spedidiikeud thinkAnguk

wouldn't be of that ilk or wouldn't think like that, but the worry that someone could twist his
opinions or ideaghat worries nike.

Angus’s (13) mum

“What also worries me is sometimes..she did g
looking at body imaged things antthen she's likao, | don't want my dinnand‘l don't
wantthis ...t hat worries me with Social..bdemdsea, | i ke

she walks about going on about bégkinay queén I.think she's just thinking of, like, having
the perfect body, but she's a bit teimgtleeek anyway”
Suzy’s (13) mum



Chapter 2:Artificial Intelligence

This chapter explores how Al had become a normal and widespread part of the children's media lives in Wave
12, covering their use of Large Language Models for schoolwork, search, personal advice and entertainment, as
well as their encounters with Al-generated content across social media. Key themes include how children
understood and evaluated the information Al provides, and the extent to which they were able to identify Al-
generated content online.

This Wave, Al played a far larger role in the children’s media lives

Last year, only some participants mentioned Al, and only one child, Amber (I3), used platforms such as
Character.Al*” — a Large Language Model (LLM) chatbot platform that allows users to chat with different
characters.

Participants not included in Wave 12

Typeof Al Caleb,8 Billy,9 Keeley, Bailey, Lily,11  Angus, Amber, Willow, Suzy, Arjun, Amira, Zak, 14 Niamh, Sam,16 Taylor, Ben, Bryony, Alfie,9 Terri, 15 Luke, 15 Majid,
9 10 12 12 12 13 13 14 15 16 16 16 16

Had seen Al
content

Used Al
content

Table4: Table mapping the children's useinf#avell

This year, all the children had seen Al generated content across different platforms and many used LLMs for
schoolwork, personal advice, and play.

Type of Al Caleb,9 Billy, 10 Keeley, Bailey, Lily,12  Angus, Amber, Willow, Suzy, Arjun, Amira,  Zak, 15 Niamh, Sam,17 Taylor, Ben, 18 Bryony,
10 11 13 13 13 14 14 15 16 17 18

Open Al's
Chat GPT

Google's
Gemini

Snapchat’s
My Al

Other Al
Seeing Al
content

Tables: Table mapping the children's use of Al in Wave 12

— "I think it's [AlI] amazing, but | also thi

(- -k really a proper thing t was a thing |l ast year, but it’
&- Niambh (16)

4 2

’\ 4‘

22 Children’s Media Lives 2025 Summary Report, p.40-43 https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/media-
literacy-research/children/childrens-media-lives-2025/childrens-media-lives-2025-summary-report.pdf?v=396299

n k


https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/children/childrens-media-lives-2025/childrens-media-lives-2025-summary-report.pdf?v=396299
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/children/childrens-media-lives-2025/childrens-media-lives-2025-summary-report.pdf?v=396299
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Despite this widespread use, only a few children could articulate what they thought Al was and how it worked.

“1t’ s a ahurban that knblws everything that can help you with everything but is also

manipulative. Well, itisarobotobvjousit it ' s progr asmmdd to be hul
someone’s going through s ghaedahtalkrogitlike aféllom e e d s
human. But then” again, it’'s still a robot
Willow (13)

Bailey (I11)“ 1t s | i ke the internet and stuff .it ma
you. But Chat GPT is more intelligent.?”

[Researcher] Do you know how it works?

Bailey (I1)“ 1 " m not sure”

This year, many of the children turned to Al for help with their homework

Al was seen as a practical tool for generating quick answers. Some of the children used it as a targeted search
engine to answer specific questions, while others used it for feedback on work they had already completed and
viewed it as a tool to improve the quality of their schoolwork.

For example, Taylor (17) used DeepAl to receive feedback on her coursework before she submitted the final
version.

“Like when | was doing legursework],put it.. | put the whole thinigroughand | put the
assessment criteria through and basically told it to grade it before | submitted it to give me
constructive criticism and feedback to imp®@wgwas using it to improve it, nattive it

for me.

Taylor (17)

A few participants used Al to complete the entirety of their homework tasks. When faced with deadlines or
more complex tasks, they used Al to produce complete pieces of work instead of generating any of it
themselves. One participant mentioned using it to “cheat” on his schoolwork. Others mentioned using it
complete work if they didn’t want to do it or spend much time on it themselves.

@ “So if I'm feeling, like, really lazy to just think about the answers, | will just get ChatGPT to
Sl answer all my homework for me because | don't want to get, like, a detention for handing in my
' C homework late not really for, like, homework all the time, only when | literally can't be asked

to answer and, like, work out and think about the questions, then I'll ask ChatGPT to just, like,
¢ ’ answer it for nie.

Amira (15)

Some children reported that their teachers had told them to use Al tools to
help with schoolwork

In some cases, children were introduced to LLMs such as ChatGPT, CoPilot and Gemini by their teachers.
Some of the children spoke about viewing Al as a useful tool if used in the correct way, and that they were
instructed on how to use them for specific tasks at school. For example, Arjun (14) said his class had been told
by teachers not to use ChatGPT for writing essays, but that they could use it for other tasks.
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“YeahAlisagreattool..Somet i mes they [teachers] tell us
get definitions. Like we can pull, sométieyegeachers] attach stuff and we can just attached

that to ChatGPT and sggfind definitions for all these words that we can write down in our

books instead of having to search up each one individually

Arijun (14)

Likewise, Niamh (16) had also been taught about the appropriate ways of using Al tools during a school
assembly.

“Recently, we went to the lecture theatre and we were being covered by one of.our teachers
And [the assembly] was about using Al for good and not for bad, because if you get every single
homework and you just do iéth Al and copy in the answers that it's given you, then you're

never going to learn it. But then he was also showing us ways that you can use it to help you and
how he did it for his s@nd he made this study timetable and he showed you how to use the
prompts ”

Niamh (16)

Not all the children’s teachers seemed to support their use of Al tools for schoolwork, however. Several
children mentioned LLMs like ChatGPT being banned at school.

“But one time the teacher said, that you can't go on ChatGMBEcause the teaclsed

that Al can make mistak@sid when the facts go on your writing, there might be mistakes with
spellings and stuff.?”

Caleb (9)

Bryony (18) recently submitted a fully Al-generated essay for her coursework. However, the college’s marking
software flagged the work for plagiarism.

“I got told off for using ChatGPT in collegdielp me with one of my assignments, and they
l\ could tell that was 'me instantly. And they've got like, this reader or something that goes
through to tell you if it's Al and how much Al you'Ve used.
} Bryony (18)

e
4

&

Outside of schoolwork, several children were using LLMs instead of traditional
search engines

While the children still used traditional search engines or social media for search, some turned to LLMs for
quick, direct responses.

For example, Arjun (14) preferred ChatGPT for in-depth answers, viewing the platform as a way to bypass the
time and effort of searching himself.

“When | want a more complex, more in depth answer of a niche thing, I'll go to Al. Because they

do the searching for you in the sense that t
& from the internet, they scan everything in seconds and theiy icvonpile answer. And that
W will take you hours and hours to do if you'r
R Arjun (14)
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Angus (13) also liked how direct Google’s Al overview was compared to traditional browsing. He found it
easier to engage with concise summaries rather than clicking through multiple websites.

N & “It'sjusteasieto searchup to goto, like,suchcertainvebsiteAl justgivesyoua summargfit,
- and itgivegyouway=of doingt, howyoucandoit, alternativest issomucheasiethantrying
tosearchupands couring the internet for different coc

Q Angus (13)

For both, the value of LLMs were in their speed and ability to do the work for them. These children viewed Al
as a more efficient way to access information than standard search engines.

Some children turned to LLMs like ChatGPT and Snapchat’s MyAl for personal
advice

Al was sometimes used to navigate social dilemmas without the need to involve peers. For example, while
Willow (13) acknowledged ChatGPT’s limitations, she also reported previously using it for relationship advice.

“Al doesn't have any emotions of its own, it
very good at [advjdmit in year sevdiast yearjvhen | was dating someone, | don't remember

what the scenario was, but either it was me asking them out or it was me breaking up with them
or something similar to that. And | think I
Willow (13)

Some children used Al for health-related questions

Some of the children also used LLMs for immediate answers to health worries and anxieties.

A “My Snap Al, it's just more |ike personal qu
Vom = something else or... Like, so say if I'm like sick or something and like, say like my neck is like, |
= can't really speak out of it. Or like, say like thé sigestomach is like really hurting or
s ‘ something... just in case, like, because | don't want to die or anything. So | waylljifist ask
it's |Iike anything serious.”
g » Amira (15)

Another child said they had used ChatGPT as a confidential alternative to speaking with adults about topics
they found “embarrassing to ask someone” in person. They wanted to check their symptoms after noticing
blood in their urine. Asked what they had typed into ChatGPT and what it responded, they said:

“1 Titerally | ust][..A&sskikitdvas atsymptovhof kidney stangs onsemetHingeldd 2
me to seek medical advice if it was-oldéripdrticipan€d i n 24 t

This participant considered Al quicker and more efficient than Google or other means of search, which
encouraged them to continue using the tool for more personal queries.

23 This example has been additionally anonymised to protect the participant’s identity.
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Generally, the children trusted the information LLMs provided

Researchers asked the children how they worked out whether the information they got from Al was
trustworthy and if that mattered to them. Most children said that as the results felt relevant to their questions,
and most accepted the responses Al provided without checking sources.

Angus (I3) trusted the reputation of the companies behind Al tools and cited the commercial incentives for
these companies to provide correct and reliable information.

“1 tlr@esdglig’ sy eAd h ,o vbeercva veswe] -dtoh d ya'rr ec oanprawnlyt iwkhii Ic
’??’ not going to jeopardise that over an Al mach
Angus (13)

‘

It is worth noting that this was generally their approach to interpreting traditional search results as well.

Even when participants encountered inaccuracies, they continued to use Al tools. For example, Suzy (13) once
used Al to write an essay and found the result “so bad” she had to rewrite it herself. Despite this, she
continued to use the tool for other homework.

For many children in the sample, Al had become a natural part of their existing media landscape. While some
used specific apps such as ChatGPT, Al features were also built into platforms they already used, such as My
Al on Snapchat and Gemini on Google. With the exception of a couple of children, most rarely made a
conscious choice between these different tools; instead, they treated them as relatively interchangeable and
did not discern which tool best suited a specific task.

A few of the children also used Al tools for fun, generating personalised stories
and funny images

Billy (10) was introduced to ChatGPT by his stepdad, who showed him how to create pictures with the tool.

“ remember when we were changing the dog in
L_\ seen how it worked and from then, lkf'e’ s been
Billy’s (10) stepdad
Following this, Billy has since downloaded the app on his own phone to use when
,.. “bored”.
“1”ve only wused |ike, just Chat GPT..just 1I|ike
E_\ bored, just ask random questions.. | usual ly
gL usually just type randomly and send it, see
Billy (10)

Amira (15) spoke about using ChatGPT with her friends to generate pictures of themselves with celebrities.

A “I think me and my friends did it once. It was like we generated like a picture of us next to like,
V= = what are say, like a celebrity crush or something. | did mine. | think | generated a picture of me
~ next to Drake. It was the most beautiful thing I'veeneén sny whole entire life. | loved it.
& Amira (15)
£
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Similarly, Taylor (17) used Adobe Al to generate an image of her friend with his favourite politician for a
birthday present.

“I used Al to generate a photo because my friend is obsessed with Tony Blair. And | thought, oh,
my God, wouldn't it be an absolutely hilarious present for his birthday if I, like, photoshopped a
picture of him with Tony Blair? But obvidlasly have photoshopping skills. So | just went into,

like I think it was Adobe Al, like, a photo generating one. Arichlgetteeand | went,

please, can you put Tony Blair next to thispérson

Taylor (17)

Caleb (10) spoke about playing games with ChatGPT.

“You can also play with it with the chatbot. Like you can say, pick a random number from

something or something, and if they choose what you're thinking,.tHeylré¢ outt don’' t | i k
playing with robots, because the robots <can
Caleb (10)

Similarly, Suzy (13) and her friends used ChatGPT to write stories that featured their friendship group and
wider peers. Sometimes, these poked fun at popular TV shows. Although Suzy did not have the app herself,
she used her friends’ phones to generate these scripts.

“We were like [to ChatGPT], write a
story and then we get it to add our
names to it. We've done it one time
with Love Island. We done it, like,
make a Love Island episode and we put
all our names in it and then some boys
from other classes in it.”

Suzy (14)

All the children described seeing Al-
generated content online

This year, all the children reported seeing Al generated
content online, including those who did not use Al tools
like ChatGPT or Gemini themselves. They mostly spoke
about seeing this content on social media, but even those
without social media accounts had come across Al-
generated content on YouTube.

“Ti kTok, I nstagra i -
2 = [ Al'] everywhere now.Fgurd2 Screen recordings from Billy (10) showing
Sam (17) examples of Aenerated content he has seen
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Many of the children felt confident in their ability to identify Al-generated
content
The children generally reported that they felt able to notice whether content had been generated by Al or

not. This confidence often stemmed from spotting unrealistic elements and mistakes in the content, or from
identifying labels that tagged the content as Al.

/\ “There's been a f e]en TKToR.eyouscanttetl when itts Al\becauseo me
- it's like somebody is, like, by her car. She jumps into a boat next to it. This tiger jumps on her car
and pushes the boat down.”
} Bryony (18)
A
A “It was like the day | was with my friend, we were just like yakcleing fTkTdk.eAndd ' s ]
Vor 7 then there's always like weirgefskerated video&nd like, it looks really real, but it's obviously
= Al or like, say, like people jumping capet[jumping outihe window and landing on the
' & ‘ floor doing like cartwheels, backflips or whatggarcan tell it's Al because no way that would
be true.
t Amira (15)

However, some children also spoke about being unsure whether things they saw online were real or fake.

“ L iolkk my God. Al is too realistic.t * s Becausedikeywhat if it actually, like, is real, but
then you really think that it'3 Al
Keeley (10)

ﬁ “I mean, sometimes you can tell if it's fake, sometimes you can't. Like, there are some Al videos

I've looked at and goiheld on. That could be reall think there was a bear and it was in a
car that wasn't turned on and it was like, reversing the car. It wasn't driving the car, it was just

reversing the car. And | thought that part was real until, like, he got out, got on top of the car and

P started dacing.
e Sam (17)

“Pr i me —bun@esmjprhpag on trampolines. That is complgésigrated. Yedlve

definitely fallefior that before. And | have friends who would send me -gereyatdd video

and be like, oh my gosh, look at this new thing that happened in Switzerland. Ish't it so cool?
Willow (13)

Taylor (17) frequently relied on the comment sections to decipher whether a post was Al-generated or real.

“1 am quite bad at telling whether it's Al
my For You page, which is why | can't tell in the first place. But sometimes it can be quite like,
you actually, like sometimes | will go to the comhagmtspecially it's more so on Instagram,

I'll get sort of Al. I'll go to the comments and I'll b@Hikdhas Al? | thought that was real.

Taylor (17)

up

(0]
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While the children generally trusted LLM’s, some were more suspicious of Al-generated content online,
particularly on social media. Willow (I3) described Al generated content as “manipulative” as it wasn’t always
easy to spot whether a piece of content was made with Al.

It is possible that the children saw Al content but did not recognise it as the quality of these images and videos
have improved rapidly. Many children, like Bryony (18), Keeley (10) and Ben (18), looked for tags and obvious
physical errors to spot Al. As technology improves, these ‘tells’ are not always easy to spot, and the children
may be looking for signs that may be increasingly absent from more sophisticated Al generated content.

/\ “There' s been a videosthat Haveeose uprsayifigi AkgEretated
= = underneath ”
} Bryony (18)
’ P '\1
b k
R % “ look but for little glitches, animals disappearing, or, like, something disappearing.
Keeley (10)

“When you see a video of someone and it's Al, their body language looks really weird or like body
== position or like facial expressions feel like that's something that kind of gives it away. If it's just an
4 image, it can be quite realistic, I'd.Sakell, if you look at videos of Al from a year ago, it was
L pretty rubbish and now it's like scarily accurate and in a year it may even be really hard to like
W : distinguish't.

Ben (18)

Some of the children only spoke about the wider societal implications of Al
when prompted

Al was generally viewed as either a helpful tool or a source of light-hearted entertainment. Only some
participants considered potential societal implications of Al, such as for the job market or the potentially
negative consequences of data centres of the environment, though this was often after researchers had asked
about these specifically.

Willow (13), for instance, discussed the potential impacts of Al on children.

“1 ' ve be earentsand itdcamie yp again today. A/édrold autistic bojpad no
friends in school but he hadl Mink they were dating, and he asked how can we meet in real
l'ife? And it [AI] said in the aflifedtbdcamee ...i t ¢

a big thing, but never big enough for anyone
good thing for us to be giving our children
Willow (13)

Suzy (14) reflected on how Al might disrupt the job market and her own future career.

“1'd |Iike to go i nt [myteasherkame in ang hevbdsieally justt m ol de
told me that | 'm if | go into marketing, my
bad because obviously it's limiting my job.ogtions

Suzy (14)

Zak (15) saw content on TikTok about the environmental impacts of Al.
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“Billie Eilish posts quite a bit about that.

on her story about how it wuses up a |l ot of w
A ¥ really worry nie

Zak (15)

Only one child, Taylor (17), brought up the environmental impacts of Al without being prompted.

“1 get a | ot of cohtknowaBbutisébeaehosirohmea
systems down and things like that. So | try and avoid itpbcasiomally | usdike when |

was doing njgourseworkK]

Taylor (17)

However, some participants, even when prompted, had seemingly not given much thought to the
environmental impacts of Al.

‘O didn't know there was any environment al i
Angus (13)

e~
A

“Apparently it’s killing the ani mal s, but |
Amber (13)




Chapter 3: Learning, information
and meme culture

This chapter examines how digital technology has shaped where and how the children learn, both in and
outside school, covering the embedding of EdTech in formal education, children’s use of Al and social media as
sources of information, and the role of meme culture in how they engaged with news and current events. Key
themes include the variety of ways children were seeking out and encountering information online, and what
they understood — and didn’t understand — about the content they were consuming.

At school, children used digital technology as part of their learning

This year, researchers explored what media and technology was being used in schools.”* As reported in
chapter |, some of the parents spoke about struggling to maintain oversight of what their children were doing
online, or to reduce their children’s screen time. Yet children’s media use was not limited to activities done at
home or in their free time — it also extended to school. When probed, both the children and their parents
spoke about using different devices and platforms in school and for homework.
Caleb, 9 Billy, 10 Keeley, Bailey, Lily, 12 Angus, Amber, Willow, Suzy, Arjun, Amira, Zak,15 Niamh, Sam,17 Taylor, Ben, 17 Bryony,
10 " 13 13 13 14 14 15 16 17 18

School provided
shared devices

School provided
personal devices

App or platform
based schoolwork

App or platform
based homework

Tables: Table mapping the range efeeth used by the children this Wave.

Please note that Sam (17) is not in education.

For several children, most of their schoolwork was completed on digital devices, with some noting that
physical paper was rarely used in the classroom. Both Amber (I3) and Willow (13) spoke about how central
technology was to their schooling experience and lessons, with Chromebooks being used across subjects.

“We use the | aptop for every single subject
= = teachers, to keep track of your debt. It's everything. Literally everything in my school...the laptops

are such a key part of learninke, if you don't have your laptop, you can't really do anything. It

means also I'm spending more time on screens and kind of relying on them...If | forgot my laptop

— | d be cooked?”
o4 Willow (13)

24 Sam (17) was not in education this year, and so does not use any school-related devices.
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“We have dhschoaheHbnesilyklike if we're doing a test and like whether that's
mat hs, English, we wil/|l probably use the Chr
Amber (13)

A couple of children also spoke about using their personal devices in school during lessons for educational and
Iearning purposes.

“For school wor k, [ wi || mostly use my phone
4& for, 1 think, science and English and then for, like, to search up, like, past papers and stuff,
N obviously. So | have, |ike, questions to, |I|i
& l Amira (15)
’
‘O bring my | aptop into school most- days to
N cl asswor k, |l i ke assignment s, are set onl i ne
i / Andl usemyphoneprettymucheverydayaswell ,checkingikefor stuff. Andsanetimesd
completavorkonmyphonefit'seasiethatwa y . ”
Ben (18)

For several children, homework has shifted almost entirely online, with work often set on third-party
applications and platforms, such as Class Charts, ClassDojo and Eedi.

Platform deep dive:

On ClassDojo, the younger children can interact with their classmates and teachers through their personalised
‘monster’ avatar. The primary activity involves earning ‘Dojo Points’, which teachers reward for specific
behaviours such as staying on task or helping others. Children can check their ‘class story’ feed to see photos
of their homework posted by teachers.

Eedi is an online platform with
multiple choice quizzes for
students, where children earn
‘streaks’ for finishing tasks on
the app, which then determine
their position on leaderboards
on the app

-

ClassCharts was mainly used in
secondary schools. Teachers,
parents and students have
access and can use it to manage
and monitor workload,
homework tasks and behaviour.

Figurel3: Screenshot of ClassCharts promotional image as displayed on the A
Store (left image), Screen shots of Eedi from Zak (15)
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The children who had online homework generally preferred it to paper-based work. They described digital
formats as being easier to manage and more straightforward to complete, noting the benefits of having their
tasks and feedback organised in one place.

“When it’'s homewor k..Probably online, ‘cause
to do it at school .”
Bailey (11)
LY d
“We don’t really do handwritten homewor k..l n
M it online. | just think it's a bit easier. Like you can see what you've got to do. Like when you go on
- & it, it says everything and then it also tells you whatotaigi¢ and wrong and you can like
reflect on it.”
S’ Zak (15)

Some parents liked being able to monitor their children’s progress through some of these applications and
found they could easily check in and remind their children to do homework.

5 “1 think it's ClassCharts, it’s the same one
ds»\'u\ can kind of keep an eye on what they’re doin
?)‘ 7 Lily’s (10) dad

““Wel |, I can check, I i ke, [ get an emai l

started her homework yet. It's due on Wednesday. | get that and then I'll look on it and it'll say,

i ke, [ Amber ' s] done 4 2hdw rouch shes donchaodméthnwherr k S 0
reading as well .”

Amber’s (13) dad

Many of these applications also have gamified features through quizzes, and behaviour and achievement points.
For example, Keeley (10) spoke about being rewarded with “iPad time” at school after receiving a certain
number of points on ClassDojo.

“Do you know what Dojo points are? Yeah, we
gets an hour on the i Pads [at school ] ..You"'ll
< v point. And then if you're like being really good, you canjadd apgoo i nt on ...i Pad t i m
= favourite because you can do whatever you wa
Keeley (10)

Lily (12) also spoke about keeping track of all her behaviour points on the ClassCharts app on her phone.

5,?; “On]Cl as s (lhave]psi..ti ve 780, zero negatives..The
f. ) Lily (12)

lle)

Similarly, Zak’s (15) school used Eedi to assign maths homework, where children earn ‘coins’ to spend on their
avatar within the app.
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ch

“For maths homewor k, i t ' s Thatedcherset®edi , whi
M homework, basically. And as you do it, you get, like, coins so you can spend them on, like, your
- & little characterLi ke, ¢l othes or the hair or stuff |
Zak (15)
S’

As part of the tracking phase, researchers investigated the platforms the children and parents spoke about and

observed how gamified features were often central to the user experience. These features appeared to use

mechanics typically found in video games, such as points, levels and rewards to drive engagement.

The most common gamified feature across these platforms was the points-based rewards system, which
appeared to function as a digital currency for progress standing and tangible rewards. Points could be

exchanged for physical items, as well as additional screen time in school for some of the children. Eedi, the

platform that Zak (I5) used for maths homework, also included a leaderboard feature, which ranked students

based on the number of ‘coins’ they had earnt from completing homework.

Outside school, few of the children told us they were actively engaging with
information about the world

As with the last few years of the Study, children’s engagement with news and information about current affairs
continued to be mostly passive. Although new technologies such as Al tools were occasionally mentioned as

ways of finding information, these were not widely described as sources of information about the news or

current events. Instead, many children said they tended to “come across” information while scrolling through

social media feeds or had heard about events being discussed by friends or at school.

somet hi
to do wi

think,

“1 think | heard something to, I|ike,
support him or whatever. Something

I'm not really sure who he even is, but | think he's likevAordoesn't support, like, women's
rights, whatever .. With my friends,

so | think they first mentioned it to me at first, then, like, when | had TikTok, | saw something
about it.”

Amira (15)

“I tend to scroll past like a lot of, uh, like political, that type.o¥¢hgfh there's something
really big happening, like I've seen stuff in the past couple weeks about like Epstein files and all

that. Which | haven't paid much attention to. But when it's stuff like that, like, I'll see it. And then

when there's nothing bigening, | reckon | wouldn't see anything for like the day. Or maybe |

2 v
m woudl andl'll just scroll pastigllon’” t* know

Ben (18)

Several children were able to recall recent news stories they had heard about but often struggled to explain

the details or background of these events. For example, Bryony (17) had heard stories on TikTok about

influencers being stranded in Dubai but appeared to know little about the wider context of the conflict in Iran.

/\ “1t'"s just been on TikTok about the missile
- = there's people stranded out there from the
there's been a couple things about Iran and stuff, that's howelma®tthat are bombing
' Dubai or something, I don't Kknow. But there'
& Bryony (17)
,/('rl_ .

Similarly, Niamh’s (16) diary task showed that she spent several minutes watching videos on TikTok about the
December 2025 Bondi Beach shooting after a video about it appeared on her For You page. However, when

asked about the event a few weeks later, she could not remember much about it.

s
U

k
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“1 can't really remember it, to be honest wi
a bit about the attack. | think it was in Bondi Beach, maybe, in Australia. And | knew there was

like a shooting or some sort of incident there. | dgntelegou much more aboutkind of
forgot, I can'tlie | just remember | 'd seen it on my Fo
Niamh (16)

“The only thing | heard, literally for 5 min
basically it...Il don’'t really keep up with,
Amira (15)

Other children appeared not to engage with the news at all.
[Researcher] Have you seen anything about the news recently?
Amber (13)“ No . ”

[Researcher] For example, | know we spoke about protests and stuff before, have you
heard anything about Trump and Venezuela?

Amber (13)“ Um, I actually heard a thing about Tru
i fe.”

[Researcher] What do you mean?
Amber (13) “Likethefilm? Yeah, apparently he's trying to do that in feal life
Sam (17) reported that he was similarly uninterested.
[Researcher] Are you interested in following the news at all?
e e Sam (17)“ No . ”

[Researcher] Okay. Does no news content at all come up on social media? | feel like we

/ﬁﬁ\ spoke about this a little bit last time.
P

Sam (I17)“Not anymor e, no."”

[Researcher] Okay. And what about politics? Like, are you interested in politics at all?
Sam (17)* Oh no, definitely not."”

[Researcher] Why is that?

Sam (17) “I justdon'tgetmyselfnvolvedvithit.”

Sam did later talk about certain news topics such as immigration being important, but he also told the
researcher that he had mostly gleaned information about that topic from his dad or his friends.

Only a small number of children in the sample actively sought out news content themselves. For example,
Taylor (17) continued to keep up with the news, although the type of news content she engaged with had
changed over the last few years. She didn’t listen to music or podcasts as often as she used to and
consequently had stopped listening to LBC as regularly. However, she did still follow news accounts on social
media, such as Dylan Pag@ 9.2M followers), GB News, and the London Economic. This year, she also spoke
about reading notifications from the BBC News app to keep up with headlines.

Taylor was one of the few children who engaged with a range of different news sources and appeared to be
aware of how different news outlet might frame stories differently.
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7228 B “I keep a lot more up to date with sort of BBC

w T

— news. | have notifications that come through

— - o
eform men fromthe @ast  Search avi Explore  Following ~Friends ForYou Q)

anyway. So it's not always that | go on the app
necessarily to read it depends on the story
basically, if | think itsnell, if I'm personally
interested or if | think it's going to be relevant
to level basically is when | click on it and read
it. But | do tend to read like every notification
that comes through from BBC just to read the
headlines. In terms of sort of atlears

not want to be

“We choose Denmark’ over outlets, | read the news on so@diamlike

| pimemineranead o |NSME from the London Economic, for example. But |

. do take it with a pinch of salt because as a
Greenland does politics student I'd like to think | know when I'm

being fed biased media, e.g. GB News or the
London Economic. Like I know when it's not
necessarityjueor when it's been phrased in a
specific way that maybe makes it butenot
entirely holisfic.

Taylor (17)

Figurel4: Screenshots from Taylor's (17) diary task. The image of 1
a post of Sir Kier Starmer, the image on the right is aJeogtrederik
Nielsen Gr eenl and’s Prime Ministe

Taylor also reposted certain content about the news that she felt reflected her beliefs.

“1 tend to follow people that | want to see
then | can repost things that make fun of th
I* m left wing and |I'"m humane and that their
Taylor (17)

Suzy (14) also chose to seek out the news. Last year, she was reposting content on her TikTok about Kamala

Harris and Donald Trump. She continued to use TikTok as a source of news this year.
“The Sun, I think the Sun had a video about
ones, | dorrtthey're just like random accounts on TikTok.
Suzy (14)

Suzy’s parents were heavily involved in what types of news she engaged with, and her motivation for keeping

up to date with current affairs.
“They i ke me to know about it [LieyHhecatse c s ] be

I
some of my friends are so clueless about wha
doesn’t want” me to be cluel ess.

Suzy (14)
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Last year, Arjun (14) mostly consumed news content through the BBC and saw it as a trusted source. This
year, since downloading TikTok, much of his news came through his For You page — from accounts of legacy
newspapers such as the Daily Mail to influencers such as Dylan Page, whom Taylor (17) had also followed for
several years.

“And there's this guy called Dylan Page who does, he's basically the TikTok.néwd person
follow him and he comes up orf@nyou page quite frequently. He talks about all the, it's

Q 7 basically BBC News, but for the newer generatimhthen obviously | got the Daily Mail stuff
R’ thatsomri Kk Tok too."”
p @ Arjun (14)
e

Angus (13) also spoke about seeing content from Dylan Pagehis year, although he didn’t follow the account
himself.

Angus (I13)* Some Dyl an news, some guy c&bnl ed that

. probably show youlitt ’

s Dyl an News on Ti kTsgkke,redlly t hi nk.

famous .. Pgl abhhatpa what it’s called, Dyl an

he | i ke releases breaking news.

- [Researcher] Do you trust it?

Angus (I13)* Yeah, because it.¥Yaahacheat Freké 1T e@dbf

f amous, to be honest .’

Dylan Pageas not the only news account Angus saw content from this year. Last year, Angus watched the
news on TV with his family and occasionally saw posts from Sky News on TikTok. Since getting Instagram this
year, he had followed ITV News. As with Dylan Pagéngus spoke about assessing the reliability of news
accounts on social media partly based on how many followers they had.

“| saw the video of when the guy, the very BecetitBeach shooting. | was watching it on ITV
‘,: ,\’ News on Illodckedatgnutaahiriends and it was followed by somelipdaple.
3 popped up on my For You page quiteNdstly, like, it probably has the most followers on it
as wel | . So I just followed them because

gy,

Most news content children saw was short, attention-grabbing headlines that
lacked detail or contextual information

As reported in Wave 9, the types of news content children encountered online was often more attention-
grabbing than informative.

The informational landscape the children find themselves in...lean towards drama, controversy or emotion
rather than objectivity, nuance or balance.

Excerpt from Wave 9, 2022

Much of the news content children reported seeing this year - and researchers observed through viewing
children’s screen record footage, seeing content live on their feeds during interviews, and through viewing
content from profiles the children mentioned or followed - was short, point-of-view style edits that contained
little information beyond the headlines. This trend has continued over the last few years. Several of the
children — including those who actively sought out the news — said they preferred these short snippets on
social media to longer, more detailed news content. This reflected their preference for short-form content
more widely, as reported in Chapter |.

For example, Angus (13) spoke about why he preferred keeping up to date through following ITV News on
Instagram rather than watching BBC News.
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m “1t gets straight to the point.. I think I TV
e R the BBC News when they have the long spread and explain everything. And | think ITV News just,
= I think, mostly summarises it."
Angus (13)

Similarly, Taylor (17) saw these edits of news stories alongside more informative content.

“Like a lot of the time they edit, like, one of them that that many people have seen now is like,
um, Theresa Mdlyiz Truss$tating, 'l am a fighter, not a quitter," and then it cuts to the clip
where she says, 'I'm resigning,' and things likththather one is like a very serious like

political, like geopolitical current affgirobably see more sorigtitheartedsideos than

serious videos. It's probably like2b &plit ”

Taylor (17)

Many of the children struggled to explain the news content they saw outside of
the edits

Although many of the older children in the sample reported having seen some type of content relating to
politics or the news on social media, few could articulate much about what they’d learned from them. For
example, Zak (15) mentioned he’d seen some clips about the US on TikTok a few weeks ago but struggled to
remember the topic of the videos.

Zak (15) “Not that | can think bf.

- [Researcher] Like the US? Anything about the US recently that you've seen that might
S’ have come up on your feed?

m [Researcher] What about any big news things? Have you seen anything recently?

Zak (15) “I saw some, | think | saw something on TikTok about something to do with the US
and like some other place and they were like talking about something like the leaders’or something.

Niamh (16) reflected that she thought the purpose of these political edits was to ‘raise awareness’ of global
political issues — but struggled to think of an example.

“I'veseenlike,editsbeforeof peoplavho- | can'teverthinkof anexamplebutif theybelieve
there'ssomethingrrongtheytendto, like,makeeditsaboultit, it'sliketo spreacawarenesand
showpeoplevhat'sactualhappeningh theworld.. | don't really think much abolit it.
Niamh (16)

Consistent with previous Waves, some of the children described seeing ‘meme’
content about events or figures in the news

The children mainly encountered news content through short, fragmented snippets on social media. While
some of this content came from official news accounts (like BBC News, Daily Mail, The Sun) or social media
commentators, such as Dylan Pagehe children also saw a lot of contextless ‘memefied’® content.

25 The process of turning an event, person, image or content into a meme — a humorous or satirical piece of content that quickly spreads online.
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The children generally did not describe these memes as ‘news’ content but did report that the content poked
fun at the same people and events covered in traditional reporting.

. “If " s] quite satirical [iasodsofmaking lighy averylight pi ss ou
?\5\ hearted
&‘k Taylor (17)

The initial interviews for this Wave took place after Charlie Kirk’s death? and several children reported seeing
news related to him and his death. As the story developed online, researchers noted through their own
research that both fans and critics of Charlie Kirk shared content about him. Researchers found that one user,
known as Spalexma?, released an Al-generated album, including a song called ‘We Are Charlie Kirk’, to
commemorate him.

The song was initially uploaded to TikTok and
YouTube by the account ViVO Tunes and was
accompanied by a music video featuring Al-

generated videos of Erika Kirk, Donald Trump

and Melania Trump. Later versions posted by ; e

this account also included other notable - Hégly“lgm Hr)\K S

figures such as JD Vance and Elon Musk. The T=E= 7o St ‘

track became one of the first Al-generated B 4078 VIVO TUNESPRESENTS

songs to list on Billboard and Spotify’s viral s WE ARE C HARL] E_\ K] RK"

song charts®.
Al GENERATED :

As the video spread on TikTok, researchers
found that many users began using the chorus
to create ironic memes.

Figurel6: Thumbnail & music videfor 'We Are Charlie Kirk' posted
ViVo Tunes on YouTube

4k footage of
Me blasting this banger at
3am -

4
=

; oy, '
.o ~ 3
. .. NEWNATIONALANTHEM
G .
.

,DROPPEDP

Figurel5: Screenshots from the
top search res
memes” on Ti kT

s so fluffy and cute
#kirk #charliekirk #fyp #viral #photo.

P W iV im :OE

BHOe

26 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cy04p4x2 1 e50

27 A Spotify account that first released the song ‘We Are Charlie Kirl’, that has also released multiple songs related to Christianity that appear to
be Al-generated.

28 https://www.forbes.com/sites/conormurray/2025/1 | /20/apparently-ai-generated-song-honoring-charlie-kirk-goes-viral-but-its-far-from-the-first/ 20
November 2025
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These memes included photos and videos of Charlie Kirk’s face edited onto other pop cultural figures’ heads,
referred to as ‘Kirkified’ images. These posts frequently poked fun at the original song and music video.

Some of the children reported seeing these memes.

“The Charlie Kirk song meme..everyone finds i
this song for Charlie Kirk, someone made it
someone had done, tried to make a song for and then petople flustmick basically and
started making videos."’”

Suzy (14)

“There is a song, .Wet Asr eevChrayiwhs@erreigek pbatehang
wanting a reaction from pedple
Sam (17)

Angus (13) saw memes about Charlie Kirk’s death

Service Broadcasting) accounts such as ITV News on Instagram to trending stories on his
TikTok For You Page. During the first interview, he described seeing content related to
Charlie Kirk’s death, including footage of the assassination:

‘O actually saw a video of him getting
- his neck or something.”’”

Angus looked through the comments and reported seeing users “congratulating the shoot
because they didh’t agree with his politics

m Angus described regularly seeing news content on his social media feeds, from PSB (Public

“

When researchers asked Angus what he thought about this, he mentioned thatitwas “ ¢q U i tbecausa d ”
“He' s stil/l a person after all ..he was .a father

As more factual, news-style reporting started to get replaced by viral meme-style content, Angus described a
split public reaction. While some users posted tributes:

“ P e pgstedentheirinstagransayingestin peaceCharliekirk.Andl justthoughtwhy
doinghat?Becausgouhardlyknewthe guyor likedidn'tknowmuchabouth i m. ”

Other users shared viral memes.

“Peopl e were making a massi Ve, I i ke, I don’
politician, Charlie Kirk.. it s |Iike really

Angus described the meme as a “joke” that poked fun at the original commemorative song, and while he
found the content funny, he also commented on its darker undertones.

Reflecting on social media’s culture more broadly, he observed that viral TikTok trends are often provocative
and humorous. In this instance, he felt that a serious event was subsumed into a wider viral joke.

“1t’s one of the worst years to pass (away

29 Online content specifically designed to provoke anger or outrage in order to drive engagement.



PAGE 62 OF |14

Some of the children also reported seeing meme content about other public
figures
Niamh (16) had seen memes on TikTok making fun of an influencer.

“There was this girl and she \JWenopolgninggsmous bec
like McFlurry or fruitgpaand she said probably the fruit bag. But like, as a joke, and it became
this big meme, and |ike, everyone was | aughi
Niamh (16)

During the diary task period, researchers observed Angus (|3) reposting multiple memes about football
players on his TikTok page.

“Chloe Kelly is a football person that plays for the women's Arsenal team...She said something
about this other lady, Beth Mead. Because she like said something. It was like, would you rather
David Beckham or Beth Mead? She chose Beth MeadidBeckizam. Aralsoshe does

this like really crimthings because she thinks she's like, | don't know, she just does some really

‘ cringey things.”
Angus (13)

When prompted in the follow up interview, Angus (I3) noted that despite the mockery, he did not believe the
creators of these memes intended to be malicious. Instead, he viewed the content as a way of poking fun at
behaviour perceived as “cringey”.

-~

‘O don't feel l'i ke it"s | ike hateimogor It's ju
- less. And then thigyewersf i nd it quite humorous.”’

Angus (13)

Taylor (17) recalled seeing memes about politicians on TikTok.
‘O now get a | ot of Tony Bl aimanyaoittk Gor don Br
politicians in the video. Il just find the ed
such a funny prime minister. He was rubbish at his job, but on a personal level he was pretty
funny. | just find it funny that people areeditng m | i ke they’re movie st
quite a few edits of [Boris Johnson] doing the ziplife thing. A1 s o, I i ke, a | ot
edit them..li ke, one that many¥*pteatpilreg, ha‘vie asme
fighter, notaquitter, t hen cutting to th® clip where she

Taylor (17)

Similar to Angus (13), when Taylor (17) was prompted about the intent behind these videos, she defined them
as jokes, specifically linking the style of humour to British culture.

30 This meme actually features Lizz Truss, not Theresa May — as seen below.
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“This is what British culture is. And like just editing like absolute idiotic things like taking the mick
out of ©peopl e who ! 3d rhesisBritigheultureNisnt ii? bike aur Prisnen, vy e a
Mi ni ster getting pied.”

Taylor (17)

As with the Brain rot®' trend from Wave | | (2025), it seems that the memes the children watched had social
currency and understanding the meme or joke was as important as understanding the context behind it. This
type of content was popular among the teenagers in the sample.

A lot of this media was irreverent in tone, often mocking people or topics perceived as cringe or overly
serious or earnest. For the children who engaged with them, it appeared that the memes provided a shared,
humorous experience that relied more on knowing the joke itself rather than the underlying information.

The style of these memes reflected the wider content that the children consumed this year — edited, short-
form clips that often appeared random, lacking in substance and removed from broader storytelling and
narratives. This is a trend that has continued from last year.

Some children, however, reflected that these memes could go ‘too far’

Regarding more serious events, such as Charlie Kirk’s assassination, several children thought the content was
intended to be humorous but described it as potentially insensitive.

‘O don't really agr g memsbecdusepsnuehas|Wentagneee Char
with his opinions, | don't think, like, it's a bit disrespectful making, like, a meme of a man that got
killed:

Suzy (14)

“ Aotof peoplel think,intheUKreallythoughhe[ Char |l i e Kirk] was a bit
tend to make jokes about it, whipheity harsh. | mean, | didn't think he-wadidn't agree

with the stuff he said, but i1t's quite harsh
Ben (18)

31 This term describes both a genre, often characterised by frenetic and nonsensical content, and a feeling. It was named Oxford word of the year
2024 and is defined as “The supposed deterioration of a person’s mental or intellectual state, especially viewed as the result of overconsumption
of online material considered to be trivial or unchallenging.” https://corp.oup.com/news/brain-rot-named-oxford-word-of-the-year-2024/
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Chapter 4: Commercialisation

This chapter covers the presence of commercial content across the children's online environments — from
overt advertising on social media and streaming platforms to more embedded forms of marketing through
influencer content, in-game purchases and gambling-like game mechanics. Key themes include the different
kinds of marketing content children were seeing, how they responded to and recognised this content, and how
some children were starting to view social media as more of a marketplace than a social space.

Children across the sample continued to report seeing a lot of marketing
content in the media they consume

As reported in the last few Waves, marketing content continued to feature prominently in the content the
children consumed. This was both reported by the children and seen by researchers reviewing screen record
footage from the children’s devices. Marketing content was seen in range of formats on different platforms,
from more explicit forms of advertising such as sponsored posts and paid promotions to content where
products were embedded more subtly within videos, for example through “get ready with me” (GRWM)
videos, unboxing videos, or influencers showing their daily routines.

Some children described noticing a high volume of advertising on platforms such as TikTok, with some
suggesting that it had increased over time. Children also described seeing marketing on Instagram and

YouTube.
i g ,‘ “Ev er y [odTikidk]d an@ad

l't'"s ridicul ous.
Sam (17)

unbox my liquidi&:glitter
fruitcake vinylwith me “I think on TikTok it's like every 7

videos, | want to say. | might be

wrong, | don't really know because |

\ tend to just scroll past them, but |
- will like look at some ads

. & sometimes.

Ben (18)

4.l B

Peppermayo UK
Lurex stripe cotton ruche... +++ O MariellaLinen Maxi Skirt

AT

Figurel7: The image on the left is from Suzy's (14) diary ti
Pinterest. The image on the right is from Zak's (15) diary
TikTok.

Several children reported finding adverts “annoying”’, but some still wanted to
buy products they’d seen advertised

Many of the children spoke about adverts as intrusive or annoying — something that disrupted their scrolling or
viewing of content and that were repetitive and difficult to avoid. Some children, such as Willow (13) and
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Amira (15) described their experience of seeing advertising on streaming video on demand platforms like
Netflix and Amazon Prime.

“Because | hate adver tldontuiderstand whe Neflimadded noy i ng
A» adverts. Like they're just like, they're just copying every other platform. Just because every other
-8 platform has an advert doesn't mean you need onewas watching a horror mganna it
5{ was about getting ttee shocking piece of like information. And then right before like the
‘ suspenseful music like dropped like to the actual, like, mysteranisiiBiitats ad came up
( and | was so annoyed because | was so in the
Amira (15)
“Almoseverything is sponsored nowadays.. | mean,

to enjoy something, espediaiheMdeossdoing it. recently | was watching something, and

all of a sudden, like, 30 minutes of ads came on, and | was like, whoa, whoa, whoa. This is not
what | signed up for. And it was, like, just really annoying because it's interrupting you and there's
no way to skip dr anything. And it's just like, I'mitnddesn't normally make me want to buy
the thing. Itmakese real ly annoyed at the product.
Willow (13)

”

Some of the frustration with marketing content stemmed not only from it being disruptive, but because it was
perceived as “random” — as Taylor (17) described.

“YouTube Musi c. I get adverts all the time b
random things ever and | hate them. And they're the same adverts every single time to the point
that I know exactly when to get my phone out and skip the adikaadwQhét it's not a
skippable advert and they're just random stu
Taylor (17)

It is worth noting that this ‘randomness’ was sometimes disliked when it came to marketing content but not
mentioned by the children as something they didn’t like when it came to the other short-form content they
were seeing on social media.

However, not all marketing content children spoke about or saw during their diary tasks could be described as
random. In Wave 3 (2016), it was reportedt hat “ most children did not feel th
them and were not interested in thém

This appears to still be true in certain cases, particularly on streaming platforms, but less so on social media.
For example, Amria (15), Willow (13) and Taylor (17) all reported buying products after seeing adverts on
social media that were more personalised to their interests.

A “I' think on YouTube | saw dke,iead like thistbromnas | i ke
=" lip liner shade. $got that like a couple days later when | went to Westfield because | saw the
o f“ exact same shade and | was like, | was thinking at that time, | remember seeing it on the ad. So |
;’, got that because on the ad, basically thel&ke#sey tested it out on like different people's,
! , |l i ke, shades or whatever. So | got that.”
Amira (15)
“Okay, I found it first on soci al medi a and

from Japan. High tech. Great for you. And it's just so amazing. And | was like, oh, wow, that

seems so cool. Ang dad was going into town, fifite townjwith my cousin and brottzerd

| sent him a message saying, hey, while you're there, could you pick me this uNKfm Space

Do you know? Yeah, can you pick me this up fromNEp&cel he went there and the mini

version of this was like 60 pounds. Scehg s no and he got me somet hi
Willow (13)
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“I've ordered like one or two things off TikTok.Shepress just came up onFaryYou
page. | was baitéd.
Taylor (17)

Similarly, Zak (15) spoke about buying Taylor Swift merchandise after seeing it advertised.

“Wel |, I saw advert for when Taylor Swift di
M That showed al |l the merch and stuff. Then |
i Zak (15)
S’

Ben (18) saw predominantly basketball-related marketing content on his TikTok feed, mirroring the non-
marketing content he saw which was also mostly about basketball.

Some children were influenced to buy things from other areas of their lives — not just from what they had seen
online. For example, Taylor said she sometimes bought things she’d seen her friends buy. And Keeley was
influenced by her sisters to want to buy certain beauty products.

Some of the children did not always recognise more embedded forms of
marketing

As with last few years of CML, most of the children were generally aware of more overt marketing such as
adverts or sponsored posts, but they did not always recognise content featuring products or brand promotion
as marketing.

Like last year, Niamh (16) didn’t think she came across many *“adverts” on her TikTok feed.

“No, they weren’t adverts, [dothesy Isdpposesastial be | i
adverts fromsehpramadst 1 'adr saya[day.”
Niamh (16)

However, during a three-minute screen recording of Niamh’s TikTok use, researchers
saw seven adverts in addition to two videos of influencers showing products they’d
recently bought. The screen recording showed Niamh clicking on two of the adverts —
one for a texturising hairspray by WOW, and the second for some joggers from Bubble and Goose. Another
screen recording showed that Niamh had 14 items in her TikTok shop basket.

For Niamh, these adverts were “useful” rather than annoying — though she seemed to underestimate how
often she saw this type of marketing.

“Whenever | see adverts, um, and | | ike see
um,just because normally that means, um, obviously like | can see it either tends to bring a few
videos up on my For You page, or whenever | go on to the TikTok Shop, it'll suggest items like the
products I've fawo i t Eadtually think it's pretty usefudnd obviously, likgust shoeme

if there's a good offer, which | enjoy, because then | can get a nice product that | want for maybe
cheaper than | wouldve originally paid. And so | tlink1'd be annoyed if my whole For

You pagéwas]filled with content like that, butltehd don't real ly ever get
Niamh (16)
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Similarly, Amber (13) also reported that she rarely saw “adverts” online. Yet, like Niamh, multiple adverts
appeared on her TikTok and Instagram feed during her diary task®.

[Researcher] Do you ever see marketing content or ads online?

Amber (13) “Not redly, nd.
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Figurel8: Marketing content seen across Amber's (13) diary task

Sam (17) was one of the few children who did speak about the difference between “ads” and sponsored
content. For Sam, adverts were an annoyance that he reported paying monthly to avoid through YouTube
Premium.

“Li ke YouTube Premium, you can also have the

N because | don'"t I|ike ads.. | was actually sat
. then | got an ad and | got even more annoyed
Sam (17)

However, he said he found sponsorships less annoying, and sometimes even “interesting”.

“So if you're sponsored by someone you’'d be
% of showing it off really, not forcing it down your throat, you know what | mean, not forcing it,
4 telling you, oh, if vyou twaretf itnd tded yt Hiss ,beydw
just scrolled past ads.. | normally don’'t eve
> - interesting, sparked my interest.”
_ﬁi« Sam (17)

32 |t is worth noting that the children could have recognised the content in the moment but may have found it difficult to recall the content they
saw in the interviews. It may also be that they didn’t always recognising the marketing or promotion of product as ‘advertising’ or ‘marketing

content’.
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Some children spoke about trusting their favourite content creators and the
products they promoted or reviewed

Some of the children reported valuing honesty with regards to content creators or influencers sharing
marketing content.

For example, Amira (15) watched several YouTube videos by HopeScop(.3M subscribers) which researchers
saw on the screen record clips she sent — a channel with over eight million subscribers that she has enjoyed
for the last few years. Most of HO p e S videgs aré based on product reviews — for example, one posted in
February 2026 was titled “l Bought Ads from EVERY Social Media App”. While many of these videos are not
directly sponsored by the products reviewed, HopeScopfeequently promotes and does giveaways with
‘WhatNot’, a live shopping platform.

In the follow up interview, Amira spoke about valuing H0 p e S ¢henpsey” with regards to product reviews.

A “l think she was, um, Soldhinkshewas jlisibkseally ost mak
om = ¥ unboxing | i ke makeup products and stuff ... | t
“L on YouTube, so | think, um, | like trust a lot of the stuff that she says, like her views, her opinions
» on stuf f .. khe'sJeny straightioevard. lile esay for example, if she didn't like a
product, then she'll literally just say, oh, but | don't like this product. But say if she did like it, then
‘ she would say I|li ke that she | ikes it."”
Amira (15)

Niamh (16) said she was a bit more cautious in which influencers she chose to trust — but still believed many
were honest in their product reviews. In particular, Niamh trusted influencers who had made careers from
sharing product reviews online, such as Mikayla Nogueira makeup artist that Niamh liked who had 17.4
million followers on TikTok.

“There's also a lot of viral creators who likg litg/that the reason they're famous is because
they buy the products and they're honest about it. And if they don't like it, even if they've been
sent it, they will say okay. Because a lot of people who obviously get PRRvsmitimegre

promote it. But they've like became, il@e¢hey're just really honest about it. So you can trust
certain influenceérs.

Niamh (16)

Most of the girls continued to see marketing content about skincare, beauty and
fashion

Both boys and girls in the sample were being marketed to on social media, but girls predominantly saw content
relating to appearance. As reported above, many of the girls appeared to have been influenced by this content
and had purchased products that they had seen.

For example, Suzy (14) described noticing a clothing brand trending on TikTok and said that this had
influenced her own preferences.

“A | ot o fSuffers mow.lAed like ectually a lot of stuff | wear | see on TikTok. Like |

never used to wear jeans, but everyone on Tik Tok wore them and | really like these a s k e d
forassuf f er s hoodie.. They just staidikeeew comi ng up
influencers started wearing them, and ligaiteem ~

Suzy (14)

She also spoke about how beauty and fashion trends on social media had moved away from the ‘clean girl’
aesthetic that was popular last year and had moved onto a more ‘chic’ aesthetic.
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“A |l ot of them perfumes. [Ohiskoee wasloe TikTdkendb ne, t
just like the look of.it It's like clean girl. Everyone says that the YSL is likkeecNiew

Yorkbig fur coatdike heavynakeug

Suzy (14)

Some of the younger girls also described being aware of specific beauty and skincare brands that were
frequently promoted online, like Keeley (10).

[Researcher] Have you ever seen things that you've wanted to buy?
Keeley (10) * Ma ylikeskincar®r something@r,likema k e u p ? "
[Researcher] What sort of thing?
Keeley (10)“ Li ke, say, for makeup, | ike, bubble ar
stuff here.”
[Researcher] Do you want it?
Keeley (10) “ Y e Antthemakeuplike,Charlottd i | bur y . ”
Alongside this, some of the girls described using beauty filters when posting content themselves. As in previous
Waves of this research, these filters were often used to replicate the appearance or aesthetic commonly seen
in the content they consumed, or to present themselves in a particular way when sharing images or videos.

For Keeley (10), filters were an important part of how she used her device and how she presented herself to
others.

“Because on my old Amazon i Pad, ,Wwellstarted to
g couldn't have |ike, any filters on..This is m
4 someti mes | ' m-sometpirmed yyouwtcanthawve, | i ke,
my friends have texted me, | might, like, put up a filteeonche be | i ke, * Hey! "

P Keeley (10)

Similarly, Amira (15) and Amber (13) also used beauty filters when posting on social media — though with
different perspective on the extent to which filters changed their appearance.

“ Mstiikejustlikea freshlightfilter... It just makes your face like more like smoother and like

Vom = it just gives it that lo@o like it just makes your face a bit more slimmer but it's not really like
\ much of a big differerice.
L Amira (15)
t

“ guess I'll use like a clear skin filter or something sameéames one that | use all the time,
because if | use a different one, then I'd look different, and then it'll be obvious that I'm using a
filter... I'd look different, like, completely different to what I look like iri real life.

Amber (13)

Taken together, these examples suggest that the content girls were seeing and the ways in which they were
presenting themselves online were sometimes closely connected. Content featuring beauty products, routines
and particular aesthetics often appeared alongside tools, such as filters, that allowed children to recreate these
looks. This may reflect a broader pattern in which commercial content related to appearance is not only
consumed but also reproduced through children’s own content and how they present themselves online.
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More widely, several children considered social media as less of a social space
and more of a marketplace

For several of the boys in the sample, money appeared to feature prominently in their understanding of having
an online presence. This year, a few of the boys, such as Sam (17) and Caleb (9) had attempted to make money
online themselves.

“So | was thinking to myself, I was Ilike, ho
= = to train..So | looked into it, looked into it, looked.iBiat I'd already been doing it on
: Facebook, so | thought there must be somewhere else | can make a littf@héymiooeked
on TikTok, found Vinted and started. I " ve al

NS sam(17)

“1'"ve been grinding in my Roahdlplantoanakd have be
some®hirts on it.. It's basicall thetrademaeisch st or
‘wear your dream Oh , so firstly, I went on Googl e sh
the things |I wanted and I tried to put the p
Caleb (9)

Neither had made much (or any) money themselves yet but viewed social media and online platforms such as
Vinted and Shopify as places where they might do so in the future.

Even among those who had not attempted to make money online themselves, there was an belief that making
money was the purpose of social media. For example, Angus (I3) described it as “pointless” posting on social
media because he would not make any money from it.

“ don’ t real |
you get 10, 000
Angus (13)

y ke posting because it’s pr
+ 1

[
fo owers and then you creat

™

Similarly, Taylor spoke about public Instagram accounts only being necessary for influencers.

“There isn'"t really much point in having a p
basically.”
Taylor (17)

Arjun (14) reported that people’s ability to make money on social media affected who he chose to follow and
engage with.

“SoJl'm like, | should follow them to help them out becausé linsaysingle dad of two

babie$.So | just wanted to help him out..Well, I
5 you get money if you're on the program, on the creator program. Okay, so then if I'm following
N R hi m, " m hel ping him.”
P @ Arjun (14)
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For others, the commercialised landscape of social media was more

apparent in the content they consumed. As with previous waves, some of
the videos children watched this year seemed to revolve around making or
spending money, often showcasing lavish lifestyles.

This year, Bailey (I ) spoke about the Royalty Fam{[§3.4M subscribeysMr
Beas{471M subscriberahd ISho@peed51.4M subscribers) some of his
favourite channels on YouTube that he enjoyed watching.

Most of the girls in the study,
particularly the older girls, were
watching TikTok and YouTube
“1'"d probably | [inRuencdrsp | i videos about influencers’ fe to
because a lot of, liklee pictures they use with people in lifestyles, often in the style of
them are quitethey look very rich [....] | think sometime ‘Day in the life’ and ‘Get ready
there's a bit of like false expectation. Like a false view with me’ content. Much of the
they think every single person's gonna look like that a content they were watching
they just don't. Yeah, | don't really know how to explai  showcased the content creators’
Suzy (14) lavish lifestyles and affluence,
which appealed to them. The
girls mentioned enjoying how
these videos provided a glimpse
into the lives of influencers living
“They do | iardgdikeftheywmake, like, stta¢ glamorous lifestyles that were
rooms and, like, they do awesome things. And then th vastly different from their own.

on holidays as weII...TheE ¢ f Children’ and t
Dubai and, I i ke, Las Veg ch;rpl_,ror."w";%r,'s e go
around the world and he has, like, a lot of moneyh i ¢ € I:t ;'oezs“i ave 19s
called Aisha Speed, he srepo( ) d he
Bailey (11)

He also spoke about certain videos in which content creators would “risk their life” to perform ‘challenges’®

on YouTube in order to make money.
Bailey (I11)“ Li ke, it's so interesting, |ike, where

»

7

mi ght risk their |ife to do challenges.
[Researcher] Why do you think people would risk their Life for a YouTube video?

Bailey (I1)“Pr obably to get money.because it’'s $50(¢
money."”

As reported in previous years, the increasing professionalisation and commercialisation of social media
coincided with the children posting less overall and being more careful about what they chose to share.

“Butl don'treallypostmuchl mainlypostonmystory.. Yeah, well the stories don't stay. Yeah,
which is like | prefer that.ifSlgpost something | normally private it within like a few days and if
| post something on my story it obviously disappears. So it's handier to post on my story.
Niamh (16)

“It just satisfies me to not have loads of photos on my account. Plus, the more you get, the older
the old ones seem to get. And it just. It's convenient because the old ones are like, ew, why did |
look like that? Because it's like, two years agot del¢fjesherh.

Taylor (17)

33 Challenges are typically viral, user-generated trends involving dares or tasks recorded on platforms such as TikTok and YouTube.
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Marketing was also prevalent in the games children played

Marketing and money featured heavily on both paid for and free games this year, as well as on social media.
This included advertising, sponsorships and spending opportunities on different types of games.

Similar to previous waves, several games played by the children this year included in-game currency that
children could buy using real money. This in-game currency could be spent on a variety of features depending
on the game. They often enabled players to upgrade or level-up — leading some children to describe their
favourite games as now being “pay to win”.
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“ IneanyecenthRoblokhasbecome reallypaytowing a m dt's.annoying because it's kind
of just advertising and it's quite annoyingisBjitmeans some people are unékéepeople

who don't havewhat's it called? Roboan't go and bughey can't win the game because they
don't pay. They can't pay. So that's not'great

Willow (13)

“Sothis is Clash Royale. The objective is to get all three towers. It's an onlidegame

know it's a skill game but also it's still pay to win because like everything's paid to win nowadays.
Well, you can pay for things that make your deck better and it's kind of like really hard for other
5 people to win against you because df that.

< @ Arjun (14)

In-game currency on platforms such as Roblox could also be used to upgrade avatars — for example, Keeley
(10) spoke about how other Roblox players often viewed the free avatars as “disgusting” and had herself spent
Robux?* on upgrading her avatar.

34 Robux is the virtual currency used on Roblox, allowing players to buy in-game items, accessories and premium content. Users can purchase
Robux with real money.
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“I gotit for Christmadt wasa Christmagiftcardandl got2,000] R o b Wike], lots of stuff
just for my avatar | feel like some people would think[digepaidavatarsare] ew, that's
ol disgusting.
e Keeley (10)

This sat within the wider context of children managing their own money that they had either received from
their parents as ‘pocket money’ or had earned. For example, some of the children such as Niamh (16), Sam
(17) and Bryony (18) either do or have worked to earn their own money. Similarly, several children such as

Angus (13) and Amira (15) received pocket money — in some cases, such as in Amira’s (15) this was earned by
doing chores around the house.

Amber (13) was sometimes using her dad’s money to make purchases within Roblox. Similarly, Willow (13)
has a subscription with Roblox so that she gets a certain amount of ‘Robux’ per month — which her parents
pay for.

Some mobile games the children played included gambling-like features

For some mobile games, money was not just a part of the game, but the whole point of it. Suzy (14) described
having an “addiction” to a free mobile game called Coin Master.

In the game, users spin a wheel to earn in-game money which they can spend on building villages — but the
game seemed to revolve much more around spinning than building.

“I have an addiction@inMaster. Everyone, everyone makes fun of me autjust spin

the wheel and then you get, like, coins from it and then you, like, get things that get you more
spend and you build a villagés just so addicting to play. | just keep spinning it. | don't know, |
think it's the fact like you just keeplliten't know, it's like spinning like because you get
rewards and stuff’

Suzy (14)

Figur€l: Screen shots of C0|n Master from Su
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“ ol spin it and you get likelooks a bit like a casino gane¢ gonna lie. And then you can
sgnthat wheel as well.
Suzy (14)

For Suzy, the limited number of spins available per day was frustrating — yet the chance of being rewarded with
a high number in one go was also what kept her coming back.

[Researcher] Is there anything that you don't like
about Coin Master?

Suzy (14) “When | run out of spins and it takes ages to

T e R (et getmore_. It ‘_s Il i ke a r ewar d_ systel
plcaselconfirm collect things and it goes up and you get like 800 spins or
S K it Fooot 10 yauvs okt 4 you get like a thousand spins or somethil@h , yeah.
I Caiattes | achonicisd One time at Iunch we were all sat in the canteen. So boring. Because everyone.
e Everyone's just talking such boring things. | don't care about. | sat playing. | got
S B e |l i ke 300,000 spins. It'"s crazy.’
® Ihave read and agree o the In order to play Coin Master and access these gambling-like features, users,

Terms and Conditions

including children, must simply “confirm” that they are at least |8 years old.

It is not clear exactly how much time Suzy spends on Coin Master. She
claimed to use it “like every single day” and said she particularly used it as
lunchtime while at school.

Figur@?2: Consent page on
Coin Master, screen shot frc
Researchers



Chapter 5: Play

This chapter looks at the games the children were playing this Wave. It explores gaming used for the purposes
of entertainment, but also how the children used gaming for social purposes. It also explores recent age-
assurance measures introduced on Roblox, and what some children are doing to try to circumvent then.
Finally, it explores children's offline play, and how it some cases, it relates to and is shaped by their online lives.

Over the years of CML, play has become increasingly digital

Over the years of this study, children’s play has shifted away from time spent engaging in physical, often
outdoor activities and toward increased time spent on digital play. Those in early Waves who did things like
playing outside were not discernibly different in terms of demographics to the sample composition of this
Woave. However, it is also worth noting that in general, some children seem to engage in less physical, outdoor
activities as they get older — such as Ben, who used to play a lot more basketball, some football and some
tennis. Whereas now he spends most of his free time on his phone.

This wave, many participants took part or had the option to take part in extra-curricular activities but chose
to spend the rest of their free time almost entirely on screens.

Very few of the children talked about play outside the context of their devices

Even when a few of the children did play offline, they often described it as inspired by, or done alongside, what
they saw online.

Billy (10), for example, created a fictional language with his friend. This involved a fantasy world that he used as
the backdrop for their imaginative play.

“Ive made up my own | anguage and | di d some ¢
', saic) been doing it for quite alongtimenbwher e’ s some weird ones [ worc
bits...It’”s Ilike a different planet. It s on
Billy (10)
When asked what inspired him to create his own language, Billy explained that he had seen content creators
doing the same thing and decided to follow their lead.
“Just because a | ot of people were [doing it]
’ﬁ»‘z people on YouTube as well ”
"y Billy (10)

£ i

In her spare time, Willow (13) sometimes chose to draw or paint. Despite having parental controls and a
general ban on social media and YouTube, her mum occasionally allowed her to use Pinterest to find art
inspiration.
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“We | et her have Pinterest ..l know her creatii\

a really exciting place for her to explore st
Willow’s (13) mum

“1

When Caleb (9) wanted to “get energy”, he would have brief bursts of physical activity, often running in circles
around the house or the garden. During the first interview, researchers observed that Caleb had no indoor or
outdoor toys. To expend his energy, he demonstrated how he would run up and down the hallway or around
the garden. However, outside of these short breaks, Caleb spent most of his free time playing online games.

“l"ve been grinding Jd°hgamngsoretiméso. Katonlyonsmy met i me
computer all the time, | go on the TV sometimes. But what | do instead of going on screen, | just
like to run around the house to get myself energy alveédim like going in circles round the
house."”

Caleb (9)

This Wave, all the children had offline mobile games

Free-to-download mobile games have been popular for some participants over the last few years. In the past
few Waves, a lot of the girls were downloading these games.

Many children, more often girls, played a wider variety of free or low-cost games. Several children in the
sample were playing games that involved elements of life simulation (e.g., BitLife and Sims Mobile) or social
roleplay (e.g., Toca World and Roblox). These games were nearly all free to play, although they could
include in-app purchases to gain access to ad-free play or in-game items and benéefits.

Excerpt from Wave 9, 2023

35 Scratch is a free, block-based visual programming language and online community designed primarily for children aged 8 to 16 to learn coding
fundamentals.
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This Wave, every child either reported having free-to-download games on their devices, or researchers
observed these games during interviews and diary tasks. For example, Billy (10) had multiple free games
downloaded on his phone, and Amber’s (13) diary task showed her playing Block Blast® across multiple days.
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Figure3: Left image is a screenshot of Billy's (10 games folder on his phone; the second image is a screenshot of
games folder on her phone; the last two images are screenshots of Block Blast from Amber's (13) diary task

“ On my phone] | usually go on like Paper.io@anBefenders and Mel&@ndbox and
some other gamks
Billy (10)

“ @the Saturday, because | got home so late from cricket, actt@albedentike three in

the morning because | couldn't sleep with all the adrenaline stuff. So | played a lot of this game
called Clash Royale.

Arjun (14)

36 Block Blast is a free-to-download, mobile puzzle game, combining elements of Tetris and jigsaw puzzle
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A few of the children, like Willow (I3) had folders on their phones containing dozens of these games. Billy (10)
had separate folders on his phone for different types of games, such as “Relaxing Games”, “Fun Games” and
“Fighting Games”. Lily’s (12) screen time frequently showed that her most used-apps were games such as Farm
Block Escap&ardercsape Travel Towind Roblox — although some of this may include background screen
time?’.

Screen Time iPhone Screen Time iPhone Screen Time iPhone

Wednesday,
28 January

Saturday, 24 January Tuesday, 27 January

MOST USED SHOW CATEGORIES o -
)} SHOW CATEGORIE ISED SHOW CATEGORIE ST USED SHOW CATEGORIEY
VIOST USED s A0ST US| § 9
e, Farm Block Escape
J P a Gardenscapes

. Farm Block Escape Farm Block Escape

Travel Town
=y Gardenscapes o

Safari

WhatsApp Travel Town

YouTube WhatsApp

B Gardenscapes Pocket Champs

Travel Town vle.mathswatch.co.uk ;

YouTube MCard Mobile
YouTube

Messages WhatsApp
Messages

MCard Mobile Find My

Messages Travel Town

how M
Shawore Show More

Show More Show More

Figure4: Screen time from Lily (12)

As previously reported, these games were easy to progress through, and users could move quickly between
levels. They generally required less competitive skill and strategy and were often offline and single player.
Children invested less in these games compared to other online ones.

These games were typically seen as a way to pass time, or as an alternative to social media when the children
were bored or lacked internet access.

“1f 17 m itakeawdyl ! nevér haveesigyralegdup playing Numb#latch3
- = because it doesn’t require any signal I

playing numbers match

} Bryony (18)

. §

“Astiress..lt’s just a game | was on aVi-bus
Figame | had..it’' ¢ tanssASMRIigtaemes atthiisnfgy,i nigt.” s
Willow (13)

37 When apps, including games, consume battery through the app being open and running in the background, but are not actively being used.

and
r el
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For some of the younger children, play was more passive and involved watching
others game

Several children reported watching content on YouTube or streaming platforms of creators playing the same
games they enjoyed.

“Twitch is YouTube but basically..thewe stream

stream] Roblox.there’ s |ike some "quizzes and

Caleb (9)

“1t’s just this person playing with some of
L | Billy (10)

They found these videos entertaining but also relevant to their own gaming habits, as the content directly
mirrored their personal gaming experiences.

For example, both Willow (13) and Amber (13) played 99 Nightson Roblox and spoke about watching
creators who streamed themselves playing the same game.

“1 wat chedhd hwas gulydyi ng ve@,Robl ox game..t hey I
were playing 99 nights..l thought they were,
Amber (13)

Willow (13) also ran a WhatsApp channel with a friend on which she emulated these creators by posting daily
content, sharing gameplay videos® and ‘tips and tricks’.

“I watch a lot of compilatorend a coupl debenghtoeims one crea
he does it for kids, and it’s rlkkeeohdy funny a
YouTube videdhey also post daily which is amazing because then | have videos to watch like
everyday”

Willow (13)

38 Video content that shows recorded or live footage of someone playing a video game, usually accompanied by commentary, reactions or
narration.
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Across the sample, online play ranged from passive viewing to active, strategy-focused gaming. This spectrum
was defined by the level of investment and strategising required.

Passive viewing On one end of the spectrum, play involved watching content creators play
games the children themselves enjoyed.

Low investment mobile Games such as BlockBlastere seen as easy activities requiring very little

gaming strategy or attention. These were often used to fill time when children were
bored, could not access other platforms, or had exhausted other online
activities.

Obstacle or storyline These single-player games, such as 99 Nightn Roblox, featured obstacles,

centric solo games challenges, or storylines that required more engagement. They required direct

input and active decision-making from the player throughout gameplay.

Social and collaborative Some games, such as Berry Aventieon Roblox, involved social elements where

games users collaborated and worked together. While these games varied in
complexity, their social nature of these required users to be more consistently
engaged.

Strategic player-vs-player On the other end of the spectrum were strategic player-vs-player games, such
games as Fortnitewhere players often worked in teams to compete against others.

Roblox remained popular, alongside a range of multi-player console games

Building on from previous years, Roblox remained popular among several of the children in the sample,
particularly the younger children.

“RobloxThethingthat| usethe mostis YouTubeéyutthe [next] mainthingis RobloX.
Keeley (10)

“Okay, so this is Roblox. | do have Roblox as well. Yeah. 1 and yes, this is my Roblox account
My favarite [Roblox gamé$ Doors.what is a fun escape gdme.
Caleb (9)

Games on Roblox ranged from ‘obstacle’ style games where users played against other players, but were
ultimately navigating the game by themselves, to more collaborative, player-vs-player games, where they
sometimes played with their friends.

39 Berry Avenue is a role-play-based game on Roblox.
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“So|'ll play like Roblox or something with my brother. So that's just like an online game basically,
where you can like talk to people and stuff, message them. And there's like tons of different
games on that gamel play yeah every single day, sometimes with my friends, if you're, like,

really bored. But it's mostly with my brdthers.

Amira (15)

“So.at the start of Yeaeven she put on a Snapchat 8féhp wants to play Roblox with' me?
And | said yeah. And then we wetite next day and then | don't know, we just gotf'closer.
Amber (13)

Also, in line with previous years, multi-player console games were popular among some of the boys in the
sample.

‘O bought NBdewe&KRS adpoutMaybe it was a month

N playing at the moment .~
Y Ben (18)

“There are different game modes and stuff a
for the controller EAFC. The F1 game. I m
y pl ayed a | ot You know, al/l of that stuff i

=)

| E ; Arjun (14)

For some children, the appeal and purpose of digital play was social interaction

Beyond the objectives of a game and how it worked, some children valued the opportunity to talk to friends
or meet new people while gaming.

Some children called their friends on Snapchat or WhatsApp while playing less complicated titles, such as 99
Nightsor Dress to Impregss reported in Wave | I, 2025), but communication was often more vital in
strategic, team-based games. In these cases, calling allowed the children to work together with their friends
and co-ordinate their actions.

For example, Angus (13) highlighted how cross-play features on Minecraftllowed him to play on his
PlayStation while calling friends on Xbox.

“We just most |y dayStatmmo pd hanest antl dalkaethe sgme timeo n  my
'? & . because you got this, like, Minecraft, type server and they play on Xbox with me, because

Minecraft is crossplay
Angus (13)

Similarly, Ben (18) noted that his time on Fortnite~vas driven more by wanting to talk with his friends rather

than the draw to play the game itself.

n

g9
S
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“And | do play Fortnite with my friend somet
X to play with my friends rather than like playing for th& game
v Ben (18)

These conversations took place through in-game chat or via external platforms such as Snapchat, WhatsApp
and Discord.

Caleb (9) described using Discord’s screensharing and calling features while playing on Roblox.

“1 don’t really I|Iike going on Discord that m
communicate with each other ..when we’'re playi
you're calling. For example, if you I|like, pr
Caleb (9)

For some children, this social appeal extended beyond their existing friendship groups, and they saw digital

play as a way to meet and interact with new people.

This was more common on platforms that integrated play with chat, such as Roblox.

For example, Caleb (9) actively sought out users on the platform, regularly adding players he met in-game to

his friends list, regardless of whether he knew them in-person or not.
“1 just Ilike having friends.ll just friended,
only two friends, it be a bit too weird.
Caleb (9)
For Caleb, making friends on Roblox was a way to ensure he always had someone to play
with despite not having many friends in school. Caleb did not necessarily speak to the
users he befriended; what mattered was having people available to play with.

Recent age verification features on Roblox were seen by a couple of children as

a barrier to meeting new people online

Following the introduction of age verification checks on Roblox in January 2026%, Caleb described the safety

features as a barrier to playing the game and making friends. To keep his access, Caleb said he had asked an

older family friend to help him bypass age verification checks.
“Someone did the Al face f ouat heandliage t hat' s w
verification, so in order to play you haegitp your age by your face. Someone did this for me
and they made a face that.”l ooks mature so th

Caleb (9)

Caleb wasn’t the only participant who attempted to get around Roblox’s new age restrictions.

40 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c2lp5pn9el go


https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c2lp5pn9e1qo

Willow (13) viewed Roblox as a platform to play with and meet new people

A large part of what made Willow’s Roblox experience unique and enjoyable was the
large number of (what she called) roleplay games. She saw the platform as a place
where users could “literally do anything” and “talk to everyone freely”.

- “A good chunk of the games on Roblox are roleplay games and it'll be really hard
% without chaaind it would also kind of just ruin the entire game... | mean it's entirely
—_——— There's nothing. There's no currency, there's no quest. It'slergidy.some items yol

can hold. Here are some places you can go. Go have fun with otheikpebpieuld be completely
pointless if you weren't doing it with an

For her, a lot of the different games’ purpose were about meeting and talking to different people. She
described them more as social spaces rather than games with storylines or objectives, though it is worth
noting that this is based on the games Willow saw on her homepage. However, following an update Roblox
made to its age assurance measures in January 2026, she felt this had changed.

Roblox’s age assurance process requires users to complete an age check, either through facial age
estimation or, for users aged |3 and over, ID verification, to access certain features, including chat, voice
communication and restricted content. This places users into age groups and limits communication
primarily to others in the same or adjacent age bands.

Willow thought this was Roblox responding to legal challenges in other countries*' she had heard about
online.

Even though she understood the safety reasons, Willow still felt the restrictions threatened to “ruin” the
Roblox experience. A large part of why Willow enjoyed Roblox was because she could meet and talk to
new people.

After hearing about others doing it, Willow started testing the system. She wanted to see if she could get
around the facial scan and new chat restrictions.

“Wel | , it was because it was quite a big
lot of things going around of nine year olds trying to trick it andaisamgegivehccounts to do that.
And | guess | got the idea becauseserdali | could do that.”

‘O did it on my main account and then | w

really cool how it work&a.| did it on another account... and then I'd do the face ID thing to ther
to talk to people.”

41 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cyOkd4kkOkqo

https://www.forbes.com/sites/conormurray/2025/1 | /07/texas-is-third-state-to-sue-roblox-as-controversy-over-child-safety-grows/



https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cy0kd4kk0kqo
https://www.forbes.com/sites/conormurray/2025/11/07/texas-is-third-state-to-sue-roblox-as-controversy-over-child-safety-grows/
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This effort to bypass age restrictions extended beyond gaming

For example, during the diary task period, researchers observed that Amber (I3) created two new TikTok
accounts. When asked why, she explained that her account kept getting flagged as belonging to a child and she
created new accountsto“ t ry andggetestdiofions.”

However, she was not entirely sure why her account was flagged and felt confused by what she understood as
conflicting age requirements.

“Yeah, | don't know, because apparently you need to be 18+, it says on TikTok, but when you go
to download the app it says 13+, so | don't know."
Amber (13)



Chapter 6: Interactions online

This chapter looks at how the children communicated and formed connections with others through digital
platforms, covering peer messaging, streaks, background calling and interactions with strangers. A key theme is
how platform features were shaping the ways children maintained friendships and experienced closeness — and
what this means for how they understood connection more broadly.

Snapchat remained the most popular platform on which the children
communicated with their peers

In Wave 2 (2016), Snapchat was reported as the most popular platform. Based on the children’s screen time
data, Snapchat remains one of the most-used platforms across all ages and genders in the sample, and now
almost exclusively used for communication according to the children.

All Devices Devices iPhone (7)

Sunday, 7 December

10h 26m Limits
Snapchat

TikTok & Instagram

@ Snapchat

<} TikTok Snapchat

2413 mins

f Facebook

Netflix Shanice

1 i, 26 mine

9 WhatsApp
@ Instagram

Photos

Figure5: FFom left to rightscreen time data from Zak (15), Niamh (16) and Keeley (10) showing Sne¢
popular app

In previous Waves, there was a clear distinction between the platforms used for communication and those
used for watching content.

However, in more recent years, participants have reported that platforms have introduced overlapping
functionalities that emulate one another. In the UK, Instagram introduced reels in 2020%, YouTube Shorts first

42 Instagram Reels is a feature allowing users to create, share and discover short-form, edited video content within the Instagram app.
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launched in 2021%, Snapchat added a feed-like function through Spotlight in 2020**, and TikTok introduced
group chats in 2024*. Over the last few years, researchers have observed some newer features on apps that

children used:

WhatsApp Stories Stories were used to post temporary status updates to their contact list, similar

to how they use Snapchat or Instagram stories.

WhatsApp Channels A couple of participants described these as a broadcast tool used to follow
updates from creators or organisations. For example, in Wave |0, Arjun

followed the News and Fl content via WhatsApp channels.

TikTok Streaks This wave, some children spoke about a new feature on TikTok. Mirroring
Snapchat’s ‘Snapstreaks’, children described a new functionality that tracks how
many consecutive days a user and a friend have exchanged messages. TikTok
have also added ‘Streak Pets’, virtual pets found in direct messages that appear
when two users have a streak. They require consistent daily interaction to ‘stay
alive’ and growing, serving as a visual reward system to boost engagement

between users.

In previous Waves, the children mainly viewed WhatsApp as a platform for “grown-ups”. It was not seen by
most as a social tool they used with their peers in the way other platforms were. It was usually a platform

they used to communicate with family members.

“I only really use WhatsApp to text

talk to my friends."”’
Niamh (13) - Excerpt from Wave 9 (2023)

43 YouTube Shorts is a short-form video function, allowing users to watch and upload vertical videos.

44 Snapchat Spotlight is a dedicated tab on Snapchat that is a landing page for viral, short-form video content.

my

mum wh

45 The global rollout of Instagram Reels, YouTube Shorts and Snapchat Spotlight coincided after the Covid-19 pandemic. All of these functionalities

are displayed in an algorithmically-driven, infinite-scroll feed.

46 TikTok group chats is a messaging functionality introduced to the platform in 2024, allowing multiple users to share content and communicate

within a single private thread.
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The introduction of Stories and Channels on WhatsApp has
broadened the scope of the platform from a messaging service
to a platform where users can share and consume content.

Gem and Robux giveaways!

Willow (13) had recently set up her own public WhatsApp
channel with a friend on which she posted content about the
Roblox game, 99 Nightsemulating gaming creators she herself
watched on YouTube.

Have a chance to play w amazing people!

Tips and tricks to help reach 99+ nightsl!!

“There’s, you know,
do one together about a Roblox game that
bothlike.s o ri ght now,

/ giveaway. I|It’s to t
followers.i t s | i ke a pub
, ' somewhere, so anyon

Willow (13)

Admins

ADMIN FORM

Figure6: Willow's public WhatgAghannel

Similarly, TikTok’s introduction of Streaks and a Streak Pet on direct messages encourages direct peer-to-peer
interaction.

“Meandmybestf r i end .. we wer e sTeinkdTalbnkg tise and thenalt her t h
Q of a sudden, we just created thekstred this little pet came up on TikTdkat we’ ve cal |
Bob ”
‘L Bryony (18)
“Obviously TikTok's Il ike the videos and stuf
m messages as well on there and you can like send videos to each other for the streak or you can
- & just | i ke send a message andthehihkstrealawilge moj i ...y o
- up..As your streak goes” up, the pet kind of |
-’ Zak (15)

These digital markers of friendship required active, daily maintenance

TikTok’s Streaks mirrors a functionality most of the children were already aware of, and using, on Snapchat. By
tracking consecutive days of messaging, and gamifying this with Streak Pets that require daily interaction, this
feature could be seen to be incentivising users to use the Direct Messaging function more frequently.

Features such as Streaks served as visible signals of social commitment. A few of the children spoke about
sending videos or short messages specifically to keep streaks going.

For Bryony (18), keeping a TikTok Streak Pet alive with her best friend was a shared responsibility.

P “We message each other at leastonce everyday &ying i s col d, Bob is ab
% B the I'ittle pet’s cool, he’s on the second gr
L upset.. we cal | him our child.”

" Bryony (18)

In this context, Bryony’s digital pet is a digital manifestation of her friendship on TikTok and keeping it alive
through daily interaction was important to her.
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Outside of direct, peer-to-peer interaction, some of the girls were publicising
friendship on their social media feeds

Building on from previous waves, interactions with friends extended beyond one-to-one messaging or group
chats. Some of the girls in the sample spoke about seeing “relatable” content about friendship on their
Instagram and TikTok feeds. These often featured videos of influencers or people they didn’t know. As well as
just seeing this content, girls in the sample often re-posted the content so their other friends could see.

This content seemed mainly to be created by women and aimed towards girls. Content included showcasing
fun, glamorous lifestyles with friends. In Niamh’s (16) diary task, researchers observed Niamh watch, repost
and ‘like’ a lot of this type of content.

Following  Friends ~ For’

when i see two girls
laughing in history i think
of us btw “7 i a@genuinely
do. anything
tohave my
long distance

bestfriend
live closer

O

#school frealatable

Q Search - when | see two girls

Figure7: Screenshots from Niamh's (16) diary task

Suzy (14) also saw similar types of content and had reposted this content on her feed.

School together
f 5
w

Figure8: Screen recording from Suzy's (14) diary task
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When asked why she reposted this type of content, she said:

“1 like reposting them..they’”ve got a good |
Suzy (14)

Taylor (17) also described seeing TikTok posts that had more of an emotional undertone, often featuring text
on a screen that encouraged friends to be vulnerable with one another. For Taylor, these posts sometimes
acted as prompt to check in on her friends, but rather than reposting these publicly, she sent them to her
friends and used them to start conversations on direct messages.

“[1 see] relatable content just | ike where t
see them about friends too. | just don't repost. | send [ingrfriend] There's a trend

actually currentlyke where it's like I'd rather see you, like I'd rather you cry than like [hurt]
yoursel f, basically.”

Taylor (17)

Some of the girls produced this type of content, as well as consuming it

This has been a consistent behaviour observed in previous Waves, in which participants reposted, posted and
included references to their friends in their ‘bios’ on Instagram and TikTok accounts.

Amber (13) and Suzy (14) were among the girls who regularly reposted friendship-themed content and
created their own posts showcasing their own relationships. These posts often featured trending music,
popular templates, and captions about or referencing their friendships.

These posts were sometimes shared on public accounts, or else were shared on private accounts where only
close friends could see.

Some children used platforms or games to make new friends, with one placing
an emphasis on volume of friends rather than quality of friendship

Children such as Willow (13), Amber (13) and Caleb (9), all reported using platforms or games to meet
people. Caleb (9), who played on Roblox, enthusiastically described adding many people. While for him this
seemed principally about always having someone to play with, researchers observed a similar pattern of
wanting more friends and followers across his media platforms.

“160 [ Robp |laskedfsowedriendledd each other j ust f rpgespldded | oads
Caleb (9)

For example, Caleb was trying to grow his YouTube channel. When asked why it was important to have
followers, he clarified that:

“1t’s not that | want to make” money. It s ju
Caleb (9)

More broadly, Caleb shared that he was not making many friends at school and often felt

“lonely”.

“l don’t have many friends in school .”

Caleb (9)
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It could therefore be inferred that he was using these digital metrics to build a sense of popularity and social
status that he felt he was missing in his offline life.

Some of the children were staying on calls with peers or partners in the
background
In addition to active messaging, some children were leaving Snapchat or WhatsApp video calls running in the

background for hours at a time, sometimes overnight. Rather than speaking with their friends, some of the
children enjoyed having someone in the background while they went about their own tasks.

“To be honest, sometimes we're just watching
- to each othre . "
l Bryony (18)
»/ """
e g :

oNormallychattingo myfriendsbutlike sometimegouarejustoncallforlikenor e a s on ..we
justlikesetourphonessideandlikedo somethinglselike cleanyourroomor something.
Amber (13)

A few of the older children were in relationships and described background calling as a normal part of their
relationship with the other person. In some cases, it drove up their screen time. Taylor (17), for example,
reflected on how her Snapchat usage often reached six hours a day simply because she was on call with her
(then) boyfriend.

“Sol "' m on Snapchat a | ot more than mainly bec:
|l ong ti me."”
Taylor (17)

Sam (17) spoke about routinely falling asleep on WhatsApp calls with his girlfriend and leaving the call open
until the morning.

“Normal ly | m on t he c¢al [mysceentimye igkeirryl fhriigehn.d a
o youjustgotsleepand you just stay on the call and sl e
; sometimes | hear snoring.?”

Sam (17)

Though not in a relationship, Amber (13), also described falling asleep on the phone to her friend. The longest
time she had left a Snapchat call running was || hours.

When asked what these long background calls meant to them, the children reflected that being on a call did
not always mean chatting to a friend and sometimes it was less about communication and more about feeling
close to someone else.
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“1t means Yy o u..wheayou hages éonguiineg oh call, yoe, fike, put it on your
story.you screenshot how |l ong you’'ve been on
number ”

Amber (13)

For Amber (13), the length of a call was a visible sign of how close two people were. She described how her
peers who had long phone calls would often post screenshots of their call history on their stories to showcase
their friendship.

Sam (17) and Bryony (18), who both spoke about being on calls for hours, struggled to define exactly why they
did it, but did point to a general sense of closeness that did not require active engagement.

“Just to stay connected. I don’t know, | can
",‘ Sam (17)

“1 think it's just something about feeling c
X s Bryony (18)

For these children, background calling was a way to show closeness and share intimacy with their friends or
people they were in a relationship with. When considered alongside the use of location-sharing features, such
as Snap Maps or Find My Friends, it seemed that closeness is partly about having full access to someone, even
when not physically together.

A few of the children were seeking interactions with strangers online

Amber (13) and Willow (13) spoke about using Platforms such as Roblox, WhatsApp, Omegle*’ and BIGO
live*® to meet and speak to people they didn’t know.

During the first interview, Willow (13) described recently being added into a WhatsApp group with 200
unknown contacts, a trend she considered normal among her peers.

“1f someone random makes a group chat and th

says to all these people in their contacts, add everyone from your Egataotdly, you've

got a massive group chat with hundreds of people, and you probably don't know half of like,

more than half of them. And | was added to one by my cousin, who then immediately left, which

was great [ sar cas m] ..mlanywhera.it's litetally cooldidedomb® any o
. year old man from Switzerland becausesthere'o way of controlling who
~ Willow (13)

47 Omegle is a now-defunct online video-chat website that randomly pairs users from around the world for one-on-one conversations.

48 BIGO Live is a global live-streaming platform where users broadcast themselves to others and can interact in real-time. Viewers can also send
virtual gifts to live-streamers during the broadcast. Viewers must use real money to buy Diamonds, the platform’s primary purchasing currency.
Diamond can then buy virtual items, these can range from low-cost items such as Hearts, to high-end luxury items such as Private Jets or
Castles.
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Willow said she was automatically added to the group chat and didn’t have a choice to accept or decline an
invite. Despite her initial hesitation, Willow decided to stay in the group after connecting with other English-
speaking participants. She described making “friends” with someone and chatting with them on her morning
commute to school.

“So | was added to a group chat but everyone on it waf\Rtketidn someone was like, oh,

is anyone here English? And | was | ike, yes,
on the group chat who hatb addeddnd we were texting [this morning] while | was on my
busonmywaytoschobl t hink it’s just for fun i f you’'r

‘ Willow (13)

Willow also saw this group chat as an opportunity to promote her WhatsApp gaming channel.

When Willow’s mum found out about the group chat, she tried to change the privacy settings so Willow
couldn’t be added to groups without permission. Willow found this “annoying” and felt that her mum over-
reacted. To Willow, these groups were a harmless way to meet people, as long as she didn’t share any
personal details.

“One reason | stayed on this group chat is b
channel and send a link to my channehdielikely to get people to join and, like, follow my
channel .”

Willow (13)

“1"m not going onto a group chat and saying,
school, this is my name, this is my age, this is my birthday. And | think she has some idea in her
head that that is what | '"m doing, which is a
Willow (13)

Willow (13) also spoke about actively looking to chat with people on Roblox. She mainly used Roblox for
“roleplay” games, online spaces she associated with meeting and chatting to new people. She reflected that

when Roblox restricted chat features (see Chapter on ‘Play’), it undermined the reason she played games on
Roblox.

Willow recalled using these games with her friends when she was younger, often misrepresenting her age to
appear older so that other users would be more likely to talk to them and accept them as friends.

‘O know | "ve talked to people young. Li ke a
16 and stuff, because when | was like, | don't know, | think | was 8, me and my friend were
playing this game and we made friends with seyeardléls and & pretended we were 16. |

was like, because, because we were eight. Like, we didn't want to say we were eight and then
they didn't want to be our friend. So we sai
Willow (13)

During the diary task period, researchers observed ‘BIGO Live’ appearing on Amber’s (I3) screen time. When
asked about it in the follow-up interview, she explained that she used it as an alternative to Omegle, a video-
chat platform where users were matched with strangers globally.
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“Do you k?yeah, m@amd gy friend normally go on that, but then it like got banned.
I searched up on the App Store, |like *“Omegle
so | downloaded it.. [other wusershengoan | i ke t
could do, I don't know, talk to them and stu
says, just like asks us questions and stuff liké that

i Amber (13)

Similarly to Willow, Amber typically met strangers online when with her friends. The girls saw it as something
to do together, with Amber noting she only used those platforms during sleepovers when they were “bored”
and “had nothing to do”. Despite the underlying risk that may come with meeting strangers on these
platforms, the girls viewed them as a way to have fun with their friends.

More broadly, both Amber and Willow acknowledged the risk of meeting and interacting with strangers
online.

"I don't know, because | feel like I'm more like, aware of, like, what could happen, like, if | had
random people, if you know what | mean? Like, you don't know who they could be. They could be
like a liar or something."

Amber (13)

"But yeah, a lot of, like, strange men approaching me on a gaming platform. Which could
happen... Depending on how old you are, it. You can be more naive. You can like trusting people
who shouldn't be trusted and talking to people who you think [&ephgdur

Willow (13)

Even though both girls were aware of online risks in a general sense, they did not seem to think those risks
applied to them. This may be because they usually talked to strangers while hanging out with their friends,
even though they had both had interactions with strangers without their friends as well.

Interacting with strangers online sometimes extended to commenting on content with more adult themes. For
example, one of the teenage participants in the study commented on posts from individuals they didn’t know
personally, and where they appeared to be offering an opinion on an adult-themed dispute between two
individuals.

For Willow and Amber, meeting strangers online was just a bit of fun rather than something they saw as a
direct threat to their safety.



Chapter 7: Entering adulthood

This year, three children — Ben, Bryony and Taylor — are ‘ageing out’. This means they have completed their
final year participating in the Study as they are turning or have recently turned 18. Each of them has been
involved in CML for several years.

Researchers asked each participant how they felt about their future, and how they felt about their years being
involved in CML. Below are three case studies to provide a snapshot of how Ben, Bryony and Taylor’s media
lives have evolved over the years, and how they felt about what is to come.

0

g} Taylor, age 13 to |17

First joined in Wavg3022)

7

Over the last five years, researchers observed Taylor become increasingly focused on academic success and
future planning. Taylor spent her teenage years split between her mum’s and her dad’s house, navigating a
sometimes difficult home life with her schoolwork, friends and hobbies. When she joined the study aged 13,
she was already ambitious. She had her sights set on studying Law at a top university and imagined one day
becoming a Supreme Court judge, though she sometimes doubted whether that goal was realistic when school
felt difficult or less enjoyable. Much of her media life in her younger teenage years revolved around watching
familiar TV series such as The Vampire Diarjgsrolling TikTok, and playing games like Minecraftvith her dad
and younger sister.

“This is my fifth time watching it [Vampire Diari e
storyline and stuff .”
Wave 8, age 13

Across the study, Taylor often appeared thoughtful about what media was doing in her life: whether it was
helping her, distracting her, informing her or exposing her to unwanted attention.

Posting

Taylor’s approach to posting became more cautious over time. At |3, she posted occasionally, often blending
different intentions, such as gaining visibility and reacting to current events.

By 14, she looked back on earlier posts as “cringey” and had deleted or hidden them. Posting at this stage was
closely tied to friendship and validation.

‘o used to post. When | first downloaded it itoow
Wave 9, age 14

“A couple of days ago, my friend posted a picture
mine. | thought’ Y e s ! Finally somebody posted me. ' ”

Wave 9, age 14
By 15, she had become much more private, keeping most content in drafts due to fear of regret.

“1"m a more private person with my TikTok. I don’
or two and |11 regret posting it."”
Wave 10, age 15

Even when she did engage publicly, her posting became more strategic. For example, she described reposting
content in coded ways so that a boy she liked might understand the message without her saying it directly.
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Focus on career and academic success

Taylor’s ambition remained consistent, but became more disciplined over time. By 14, she had begun to
“knuckle down”, using StudyTok and other content to support her goals.

At |5, she was preparing for GCSEs and using YouTube for revision. By sixth form, academic success had
become central to her identity, shaping her choice of university and daily routine.

At 17, this focus dominated her life. She was preparing for A-levels and aiming to study Law at university, while
also working part-time and maintaining extracurricular commitments. Media use at this stage mainly functioned
as a break from study, alongside educational content and keeping up with current affairs.

Conscious of screen time

Taylor struggled to manage her screen time throughout her teenage years. At |3, she spent over seven hours
a day on screens, including heavy TikTok use.

By 14, she deleted apps at times to spend time doing “other stuff”’, though she later returned to them. At |5,
she still spent around five hours a day on her phone and preferred short, fast-paced content.

By 17, she actively tried to reduce her usage, using app limits and Opal. She described much of her scrolling as
“doomscrolling” and “a waste of time”, although she often overrode these limits. Snapchat felt more
acceptable to her, as it supported maintaining relationships with friends and her boyfriend.

Engagement with the news and current affairs

Taylor’s engagement with news increased over time. At |4, she followed Dylan Pag@d9.2M followers) on
TikTok.

In Wave 10, age |5, she encountered more news-style content on TikTok which informed her form opinions
on social issues.

“1t’s just more enga
actually hear the st
Wave 10, age 15

gin
ory that | want to hear
She was engaging with issues such as Gaza, donating to a charity but choosing not to post due to limited
knowledge and fear of backlash.

“ haven't really
every | ast detail
Woave 10, age 15

| ooked at the politics of
of it."”

At 16, studying Politics A level deepened her engagement. She followed multiple sources and compared
viewpoints, often discussing them with her dad.

be

“Obviously | like to [
i ke a b

going on, I feel I
Woave |1, age 16

g. It’s quick and you

nvolved in the news
it of a nincompoop.

et
k e

anyw
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At 17, her engagement became more selective. She relied mainly on BBC notifications but also used social
media to signal her political identity.

R()lls open in UZS?

midterm elections

Shadow]Cabinet.

[0 Full screen

Starmer makes
cheeky jibe

#onedirection #liampayne Mirror Pdlitics @
#harrystyles #lovistomlinson € 2 .
ac ins: Forever j - Alpha 1o, (- =
o e L
) 5 ﬁ o =18

s

Figure9: Screenshots from Taylor's diary task throughout the years. The left image is from Wave 9 (Taylor, 14); tr
is from Wave 11 (Taylor, 16), the image on the right is from Wave 12 (Taylor, 17)

Interaction with strangers

Taylor’s approach to strangers online changed significantly. At |3, she often replied to messages from people
she didn’t know, despite conversations frequently becoming inappropriate. In one instance, she received an
explicit image after sharing a photo.

“l blocked and reported him after that.
Woave 8, age 13

She also engaged with brand messages before recognising them as scams.

By 14, she had stopped interacting with strangers, linking this to stronger offline friendships. Over time, this
caution extended to concerns about visibility and judgement. By 17, after peers shared her photos without her
consent, she became more aware of how content could circulate beyond her control.

Reflecting on taking part in Children’s Media Lives

Reflecting on taking part in Children’s Media Lives as Taylor reached her final year in Children’s Media Lives,
she described feeling sad that it was ending and that she had valued the interviews as a space to reflect.

“1t’s quite sad. [ I mi ss getting to waffle abou
Woave 12, age 17

She also felt that participation had made her more aware of her own media use.

“1 think, to be fair, this is probably one of the
been interviewed on it every year .. it makes you r
Woave 12, age 17
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Thinking about the future

Taylor was realistic about the future of online safety, believing risks were likely to increase despite efforts to
improve protections.

“We’'d like to think that it’I]I g
people can put in protections an
Wave 12, age 17

et better, but re
d things for it,

She highlighted risks linked to younger users, as well as issues such as body image and politicisation, while also
recognising the benefits of communication and access to information.

“The danger is just reinforced by the fact that vy
access old people have to young people.. not just
things |like that.”

Wave 12, age 17

“I'n some ways it’s really good.. getting to commun
access to information.. every generation is just g

isn’t always good.
Wave 12, age 17

Reflecting on her own experience, Taylor described her childhood relationship with media as “too close”,
shaped by early exposure and unwanted attention.

“ had an I nstagram... when | was I|ike 11 years ol d
li ke 11 years ol d."”
Wave 12, age 17

“l think it made me grow up quite fast.. having ac
earlier on."”
Wave 12, age 17

When looking towards her own future, Taylor was looking forward to starting her career, but was equally
nervous about leaving home and the choices she would have to make as she became an adult — particularly
regarding money.

“IT 17 m | ook ieimgag bdrrister viJaivecsity,ti'ra fot, Itm like 50/50 about it. I'm a bit like, it's a lot

of change and it's really fast and it's antl it's also the financial like aspect of it, like | don't, | find it

difficult to imagine like managing the finances of like an adult. Like, what do you mean adults can earn? Like,
what do you mean when I'm a barrister, I'll like in my first yehabBlye earning like 40 grand in that

yeaPWhat do | do with that money? Or like wiemeh) | finish university, so what do | do? | just move

back home or do | buy a house? But | can't buy a house because | have no money. Or like rent an apartment,
| can't do that because | have no money because I'm fresh out of uni. I'm just in {howsds d$ débt.

It's quite a bit of a spiral for me at the minute. It's quite intimidating.

Wave 12, age 17
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Y Ben,aged8to 18 cccuey O

m First joined in Waxg2017) m

Ben first joined the study as an eight-year-old living with his parents and two older siblings. He spent his free
time browsing Netflix on “Kids mode” to find shows such as PokémarAt that age, he described being cautious
with technology; he used shared family devices and would quickly switch off the TV if he heard any swearing.

“Someti mes swearing c¢comes on and | just switch it
Woave 4, age 8

“I Ben] watches a | ot of Netflix content which he
Pokémon and Diary of a Wi mpy Kid."”
Excerpt from the Wave 4 report

Over the last ten years, Ben has moved from a softly spoken, shy child to a student focused on getting into
university. He still loves sports, but over the years, his screen-time has increased and he has reported doing
less sport in his spare time.

Screentime throughout the years

Across the Waves, Ben has always been aware of how much time he spends on his devices. Even at age nine,
he felt it was “smarter” to limit his iPad use to avoid forgetting about other things.

“Before | spent more but | think it is actrabyter to spend lesé | pebpldorfet about other things
when they go on it [their devitkg] pl ayi ng out doors.”
Woave 5, age 9

“Ben said that he felt it was i-hoprdimithis patentdhad s pend
set . ”
Excerpt from the Wave 5 report

But as he grew up, and especially during the COVID-19 lockdowns, his screen time increased, eventually
reaching between 7 and 9 hours a day.

He noticed this started to affect his sleep and his schoolwork, even falling asleep during lessons at one point.

“1"m waking up a bit | ate and | ' m going to sl eep
|l essons . ”
Woave 7, age 13

Now that he is facing the pressure of A-levels, Ben is trying to manage his stress by “ringfencing” his time.
While his screen time is still high, about 7-9 hours a day, he saw it as a necessary way to decompress.

“That’' s |i ke a third of a day really. That’'s |Iike
Wave 12, age 18

Basketball

In his early teens, Ben spent a lot of his free time playing Basketball. By age | |, he was also an active ‘content
creator’ with three different TikTok account where he posted his own basketball content and kept a close eye
on how many views his posts had. However, as he got older, the effort required to perform for an audience
started to feel like too much work.

By age 14, he stopped posting as he didn’t feel the need to “look great” for the camera anymore, eventually
deleting his public accounts.

“He used to post on TikTok..but had |l ost the motiwv
Excerpt from Wave 7
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“1 just feel |l i ke there is no real need to [post]
Woave 8, age 14

Despite stopping posting, Ben has over the years still received a high volume of basketball related content on
TikTok.

When the Lithuania coach
finally put Melo in the
game and he went off §

NBA
THIS DRAFT FUCKING

SUCKSHI

Figured0:Scr eenshots from Ben’' s thsee Wavesi(l0,i11e Rpthardl scfeenshiotasdrem Va
10, middle one is from Wave 11, Higinid one is from Wave 12. All show baskethsd content.

Now, aged 18, Ben has shifted his focus toward his A-levels, where he is predicted to achieve high grades. He
even stopped playing basketball because he felt it would either get in the way of revision, or would take up too
much of the free time he needs to relax.

“Not really. I haven’t been playing much at al/l r
But the problem for me was it was taking up a | ot
down and relax atthe end ofsdlay And | i ke, i f | get Dback at 10: 30pi1

Woave 12, age 18

Reflecting on taking part in Children’s Media Lives

Looking back over his time involved in Children’s Media Lives, Ben reflected that he found the experience
positive and always found it easy to engage with the research and the tasks asked of him.

“l mean, it’'s been good. | don’t have anything ba
anything bad so | don’t mind it.*&s.]Jwéhld. Tt s a w
Woave 12, age 18

Thinking about the future

This wave, Ben was aiming to study Economics at university and was looking forward to future possibilities.

“1" m excited..l domhtanglki hk kenytraisng cias lgunmham sti
If | do go to Uni ..l " 11 be Iliving somewhere el se.
of things are going to be similar in terms of what | like and whahlgkedoal so | ' m going to
going to Uni, getting a job, and there’s going to

Woave 12, age 18

49 As a thank you for taking part in the project, the children receive an incentive.
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;\ Bryony, age 9 to 18 4

& Firstjoined in Wa8g2019)

When Bryony first joined the study as a 9-year-old, her time was mostly split between primary school and the
farm, tending to her ponies and training for the Welsh riding squad. As an only child, much of her time was
spent outdoors and travelling for competitions.

Over the last nine years, researchers have observed Bryony move from a nervous primary school student
(wave 5) to an adult focused on a career in agriculture. While her life on the farm and love of animals and the
outdoors have stayed a constant, how she has engaged with media and her devices has changed as she has
grown up.

i fe has t

“To be honest, the horses and t he |
| f he horses a

change. Even if did come back
Woave 12, age 18

arm
m t

o —

r

Posting throughout the years

At age 10, Bryony began using TikTok after her friends convinced her to make a video “for a joke”. She quickly
realised she enjoyed the process and the attention it brought. She would use apps such as Zoomerang to edit
her videos to fit specific templates before sharing them with her peers.

“On Ti kTok you can do street dancing to different
Woave 6, age 10

Reflecting now on how she previously used TikTok as a child, Bryony recalled the dances she would post
online. Looking back, she found them amusing but embarrassing.

“1 used to do | ike, .tvmleerweeas dndw tit | dko rf’'utn krye & lylpye dr
if | could talk to my younger self now, | '"d proba
Woave 12, age 18

As she entered her teens, her posting became much more purposeful. She shifted away from dance to focus
on creating content to do with her riding, trying to build a professional presence on Facebook, Instagram and
TikTok in the hope of landing sponsorships.

"She is trying to build an online presence using Facebook, as she has heard this might get her sponsorship
from a relevant brand."
Excerpt from Wave 7 (2021)

By Wave 10 (2024), she was mimicking popular influencer tactics such as hosting giveaways to build loyalty
among her followers.

However, in wave || (2025), as Bryony started an Agriculture course in college and became more involved in
the family farming business, she rebranded her equestrian accounts to focus on ‘AgriTok’, a community on
TikTok centred on farming and the agricultural lifestyle. Her posts became less about showcasing new jumps
she had learned, and more ‘relatable’ content to the agricultural community.

At 18, the pressure to post or build a brand has faded. Though Bryony does still post content on her TikTok
and Instagram, it is less frequent and not aimed at gaining followers or meeting new people. Reflecting on the
shift, Bryony attributed the change to growing older and having less time.

“1 was more focused on being |ike, promoting the
that. But | haven't got the time. | really haven't got the time to post so much on Instagrdm aoymore.

even doing it for other views anymore. I'm just doing it because | enjoy posting the content when | have the
time to do it.

Woave 12, age 18
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Connection throughout the years

In earlier waves, Bryony had often described having friendship fallouts at school. For example, in Wave 9, she
spent her lunch breaks and free periods alone. During these free periods, she used her phone to fill the time,
scrolling through her social media feed.

As she moved into her final year of secondary school in Wave 10, Bryony was looking forward to leaving for
college and making new friends. Though she was still spending time on the farm and riding, her screen time
also increased, and she would spend an average of five hours a day on her phone.

One of the main content creators she watched was Tarah and Bar(y.3M followers) on TikTok. She felt she
could relate to their candid videos about living with ADHD, which motivated her to seek her own ADHD
diagnosis.

lr ADHD WV: you are eating
iend gets nighttime inner with your &

ADHD girlfriend ’

4 ’ POV: You're trying to
“* " have a conversation

Figure81: Pinned videos on Tarah and Barry's profile on TikTok

At the same time, Bryony also turned to roleplay ASMR on YouTube and TikTok for a sense of closeness and
intimacy. Oceans ASMP43k subscribers) created roleplay ASMR videos that were often centred around
physical closeness (e.g., brushing a friend’s hair) or friendship (e.g., gossiping as someone does your hair).

Bryony particularly liked the sense of personal connection and comfort these videos gave her.

“The way that she talks as if you’'re her friend a
actually the one there."?”

Woave 10, age 15

Since starting college in 2024, she reported that her reliance on these online creators had started to fade. She
rarely watched Oceans ASMiR sought advice from TarahandBarry She had also made a new group of friends
who she got on well with.

At |6, she was using ‘AgriTok’ trends to try and find a boyfriend.

“During the diary task period, researchers saw content posted and reposted by Bryony talking about wanting

to meet an ‘agrilad’. When qu epgittérvew shd admittedthat her p
while she uses popular templatesamdtts t o i ncrease engagement and ge
hoped an increased online visibility on *“Agri Tok’

romantic relationships.
Excerpt from Wave |1 (2025)

In the last couple of years, her approach to relationships has changed. At 18, Bryony has decided to try
meeting people via dating apps and has recently downloaded Tinder.

Reflecting on taking part in Children’s Media Lives

Bryony has been part of Children’s Media Lives for the last nine years. While she found it increasingly difficult
to balance the diary tasks and interviews with her college workload and jobs, she was determined to
“persevere” and see the project through until she was officially an adult.
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She viewed the project fondly and valued how taking part allowed her to look back and see how much her life
and opinions had changed as she grew up.

“l't's been a bit of a roller coaster. I't's been n
between the ages of... 12, 13, whatever... to now. And also just my different opinions as a child compared to
an adult now."”

Woave 12, age 18

While the study had years where Bryony’s interviews took place remotely, she mentioned that she had “much
preferred the face-to-face meetings” over speaking through a screen, and was happy that her final interview
had been in person.

Thinking about the future

Since turning 18, Bryony had enjoyed her new sense of freedom. She enthusiastically described feeling excited
to be an “official adult”, embracing new freedoms such as going on holiday and having an “adult wristband” at
the pool, which meant she could be served alcoholic drinks. She also enjoyed going out partying with friends,
though she admitted that the more serious sides of adulthood, such as paying tax and managing her own
healthcare, had been “scary”.

“Finally 18, l' i ke an official adul t. Well, Il " ve b
having that freedom.”
Woave 12, age 18

Initial interview

“1"ve finally come to the realisation that | '"m an
sobs. .. because | had money taken off me that I e
wants me to start doingapension was | i ke fwoah woah woah mate’ ,

Woave 12, age 18
Second interview

Looking ahead, Bryony was certain that she wanted to continue her work in farming and agriculture. She had
previously been “dead set” against the idea of university, but was now considering a degree through her local
college.

“1'*"m thinking about going to do my degree, so | 'd
been dead set against going to uni, but then when | heard about this degree that was in college, | was like, oh,
itsonlytwodaysaweelglecl d go to that.”

Wave 12, age 18
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Annex |:Profile of the participants

Gender

Male 8
Female 9
Age

9 |
10 2
I I
12 I
13 3
14 2
I5 2
13 I
17 2
18 2
Socioeconomic background (SEG)

A/B 5
Cl 5
C2 4
D/E 3
Location

England 12
Wales |
Scotland 2
Northern Ireland 2
Rurality

Urban 5
Suburban 9
Rural 3
Family circumstances

Older sibling(s) 7
Younger sibling(s) 7
Twin I
Only child 2
Living with one parent 4

Living with both parents (including blended families) 12

Not living with parents |
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Ethnicity

White English, Welsh, Scottish, Northern Irish, 13
White other

Asian or Asian British 2
Blach, Black British, Caribbean or African 2
Disabilities/SEND (including mental health conditions)
Diagnosed/awaiting diagnosis 3
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Annex 2: Devices and Platforms

Overview of device and platform use across the |7 children who took part in the research. Note this is the
number of children who used each platform or device, rather than the total number of each device or platform
across the sample for multiple devices or accounts.

Device

Smartphone 13

vV 16

Tablet 14

Console 7

Laptop 7

Smart speaker 5

Platform/service
YouTube 17
WhatsApp I5
TikTok 12

Snapchat I

Instagram
Roblox
ChatGPT

Facebook

Discord

X

w (W W |~ U1 (O (VO

Pinterest
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The charts below illustrate the children’s average daily screen-time overall and across different apps captured
from a six-day media diary. This data was based on screen-time statistics from the children's most-used
devices, such as their smartphone or tablet, as well as their media diary entries which included self-reported
data about time spent on devices and platforms.

Figure A: Children’s average daily screen time across different apps/platforms

@ Secondary devices ¢ TikTok @ Instagram Snapchat @@ Facebook @ Roblox @ YouTube @ Otherapps

Caleb, 9 Ih 3h 1.5h 7h

sy 11 [T T .
Lily, 12 2.5h 6.5h
svin, 14, [ S S 27
Zok. 15, [ N o311

Sam,
Taylor, 17 [ 0.5 1 6h 1.25h 8h
dryony. 18| 0.67h 1085R W34 0.h | 05h 691h

Oh 2h 4h 6h 8h 10h 12h
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Annex 3: Glossary

Adobe Al: An Al-powered image generation tool offered by Adobe, which allows users to create or edit
images using text prompts.

Age assurance: A method used by online platforms to verify or estimate the age of users, in order to
restrict access to certain features or content. Methods include self-declaration, Al facial estimation, and ID
verification.

Al slop: Content on the internet that is of very low quality, especially when it is created by artificial
intelligence.

Algorithm: Systems used by platforms to rank and curate content that users see on their feeds. These are
often based on several criteria, which can include demographics, preferences, and past behaviours.

Alt account (alternative account): A secondary social media or gaming account created by a user in
addition to their main account, often used to access features or communities that their primary account
cannot, or to maintain anonymity.

Apple Music: A music streaming service developed by Apple, allowing users to stream or download music on
their devices.

Artificial intelligence (Al): The simulation of human intelligence processes by computer systems.

ASMR: ASMR stands for autonomous sensory meridian response. It is a feeling triggered by certain sounds
and/or stimuli that causes a comforting physical sensation, often described as a tingling feeling. ASMR content
on platforms like YouTube and TikTok typically features quiet, repetitive sounds such as whispering, tapping or
crunching.

Beauty and skincare content: Videos and posts focused on makeup tutorials, skincare routines, product
reviews and beauty advice. This content is frequently produced by influencers and often includes sponsored or
marketing content for specific brands and products.

Berry Avenue: A social roleplay game available on Roblox in which players interact with each other in a
virtual town environment, customising their characters and engaging in life simulation activities.

BIGO Live: A global live-streaming platform where users broadcast themselves to others and can interact in
real time. Viewers can also send virtual gifts to live-streamers during a broadcast. Viewers must use real
money to buy Diamonds, the platform's in-app currency, to send these gifts.

BlockBlast: A free-to-download mobile puzzle game in which players fit blocks into a grid to clear lines and
earn points.

Body-image content: Content relating to appearance, physical ideals and how people look or want to look.
This can include content about dieting, fitness, aesthetic trends and the promotion of particular body types,
sometimes alongside marketing for related products or cosmetic procedures.

Brain rot: This term describes both a genre of content, often characterised by frenetic and nonsensical
videos, and a feeling. It was named Oxford Word of the Year in 2024 and is defined as “the supposed
deterioration of a person's mental or intellectual state, especially viewed as the result of overconsumption of
online material considered to be trivial or unchallenging.”

CapCut: A free video editing app, owned by ByteDance (the company behind TikTok), that allows users to
edit and create short videos. The app also includes an 'explore' feed that displays short-form content similarly
to social media feeds.

Challenges: Viral, user-generated trends involving a specific task or activity that participants film themselves
completing and share online, often via TikTok or YouTube.

Character.Al: A Large Language Model (LLM) chatbot platform that allows users to create and chat with Al-
generated characters. These characters can be based on existing fictional figures or created entirely by users.

ChatGPT: A Large Language Model (LLM) chatbot developed by OpenAl that generates text-based
responses to user prompts. It is widely used for tasks including answering questions, writing, and summarising
information.
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Chromebook: A type of laptop that runs on Google's Chrome OS operating system. Chromebooks are
commonly used in schools and are designed primarily for use with Google's suite of applications.

Clash Royale: A multiplayer online strategy game developed by Supercell in which players build and use
decks of cards featuring characters, spells and buildings to battle opponents in real time.

ClassCharts: An online platform used by schools to manage and monitor student behaviour, homework and
workload. It has separate interfaces for teachers, students and parents.

ClassDojo: An educational platform used in primary schools that allows teachers to award and track
behaviour points for students. Students have personalised avatar 'monsters' and can view a class story feed
with content posted by teachers.

Coin Master: A free-to-play mobile game in which players spin a virtual slot machine wheel to earn in-game
currency, which is used to build and upgrade villages. The game incorporates mechanics similar to those found
in gambling games.

Content creator: A social media user who produces and shares original content across various platforms,
including but not limited to videos, images, blogs, and podcasts. They often cultivate dedicated audiences and
may collaborate with brands or monetise their content through sponsorships or advertisements.

Content about friendships and relationships: Posts and videos centred on social relationships, including
content that showcases close friendships, romantic relationships, or the dynamics of peer groups. This content
often uses trending templates, music and captions, and is used both to consume and to perform or signal one's
own social connections.

Content about making money: Videos and posts focused on earning income, financial independence,
entrepreneurship or side hustles. This includes content from influencers or creators showcasing how to make
money online, as well as aspirational content about wealth.

CoPilot: Microsoft's Al assistant, integrated into products such as Microsoft 365. It uses Large Language
Model technology to assist users with tasks such as writing, summarising and searching.

Cowboy/American themed content: Content drawing on Western or country music culture from the
United States, including fashion, aesthetic trends and music from artists associated with country or Americana
genres.

Cross-play: A feature in online gaming that allows players using different gaming platforms or devices — for
example, PlayStation and Xbox — to play together in the same game.

Day in the life: A type of video common on social media platforms such as TikTok, Instagram or YouTube, in
which a creator documents various events and activities from their daily routine.

DeepAl: An Al platform offering a range of tools including image generation and text analysis.

Direct message (DM): A private message sent between individual users on a social media platform, visible
only to the sender and recipient, rather than publicly on a feed.

Discord: A messaging and voice chat platform originally developed for gamers, which allows users to
communicate via text, voice and video. Users can join or create 'servers', which are group spaces organised
around specific topics or communities. Discord also includes a screensharing feature that allows users to share
what is on their screen with others on a call.

Doomscrolling: The habit of spending a prolonged period of time scrolling through online content, often
associated with the excessive consumption of negative news or social media content, typically for longer than
intended.

Dress to Impress: A popular game on Roblox in which players style their avatars according to a given theme
and are then judged by other players, with scores awarded based on how well their outfit fits the theme.

EAFC (EA FC): A series of football video games developed by EA Sports, and the successor to the FIFA
series. The game is available on major gaming consoles and allows players to compete in virtual football
matches, build squads, and play online.

Eedi: An online maths homework platform used in some schools, in which students complete multiple choice
quizzes and earn virtual coins for completing tasks, which can be spent on customising an in-game avatar.
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Explore page / feed: A section on platforms such as Instagram or CapCut that displays content
recommended to the user based on their interests and behaviour, rather than content from accounts they
follow.

Fan edit: A video created by a fan of a celebrity, musician, sports team, or TV show, typically composed of
clips of the subject edited together and set to music. These are common on TikTok and Instagram.

Filter: An effect that can be applied to photos or videos on platforms such as TikTok, Instagram or Snapchat
to enhance or alter features of the image, such as smoothing skin, changing colours, reshaping facial features,
or adding visual effects.

Find My Friends: An Apple feature that allows users to share their real-time location with chosen contacts
via the iPhone's built-in app.

For You Page (FYP): The main landing page or feed on TikTok. It shows the user a mix of videos from
creators they follow and videos recommended by TikTok's algorithm based on their behaviour and interests.

Fortnite: A multiplayer online combat video game available on multiple gaming platforms. In the most popular
game mode, Battle Royale, up to 100 players compete to be the last survivor on an island. The game also
features other modes and allows players to collect items, build structures and cooperate with others.

Free-to-download / free-to-play game: A game that can be downloaded and played without an upfront
cost, though it may include optional in-app purchases for additional content, features or in-game currency.

Gameplay video: Video content that shows recorded or live footage of someone playing a video game, often
accompanied by commentary, reactions or narration from the creator.

Gamification: The use of game-like elements — such as points, levels, rewards and leaderboards — in non-
game contexts, such as educational platforms or apps, to encourage engagement.

Gemini: Google's Al assistant, integrated into products such as Google Search and Android devices. It uses
Large Language Model technology to assist users with tasks including answering questions, summarising and
generating content.

Get Ready With Me (GRWM): A type of video common on social media platforms such as TikTok,
Instagram and YouTube, in which a creator films themselves getting ready — typically talking through their
skincare routine, makeup and outfit for the day.

Haul video: A type of video in which a creator showcases a collection of recently purchased products, often
with commentary and reviews of each item.

Influencer: A social media user who has built a following and exerts influence over the consumption habits
and attitudes of their audience. Influencer marketing is an established advertising technique in which influencers
promote products or services through their content.

In-game currency: Virtual money used within a game or gaming platform to purchase items, upgrades or
additional features. In-game currency can sometimes be bought with real money.

Instagram Reels: A feature on Instagram allowing users to create, share and discover short-form, edited
video content. Reels appear both on a user's profile and in a dedicated feed, similar in format to TikTok.

K-drama: Short for Korean drama. Television series and films produced in South Korea. A core theme of K-
dramas is often romance, though the genre also covers thrillers, fantasy and other formats.

Kerboodle: An online educational resource platform used in some UK secondary schools, providing digital
textbooks, assessments and revision materials.

Large Language Model (LLM): An artificial intelligence model that analyses large amounts of data and
responds to prompts to understand, process and generate human-like text. Examples used by the children
include ChatGPT, Gemini and CoPilot.

Life360: A family safety and location-sharing app that allows users to see the real-time location of family
members on a map. It is often used by parents to track their children's whereabouts.

Live-streaming: Broadcasting video content in real time to an online audience via a platform such as TikTok,
Twitch or BIGO Live. Viewers can watch and interact with the broadcaster through comments and reactions
as the content is being filmed.
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Luxury lifestyle content: Posts and videos that showcase aspirational or glamorous ways of living, often
featuring expensive products, travel, social events or high-end experiences. This content is frequently
produced by influencers and can blur the line between entertainment and marketing.

Memefied: The process of turning an event, person, image or piece of content into a meme — a humorous or
satirical piece of content that quickly spreads online.

Minecraft: A creative video game with blocky, pixelated visuals in which players can explore a virtual world,
build structures, craft items, and sometimes fight or cooperate with other players. It is available on a range of
devices and platforms.

Mobile game: A video game designed to be played on a smartphone or tablet, often free to download and
featuring short play sessions suited to use on the go.

Motivational/aspirational content: Videos and posts focused on self-improvement, discipline, success and
personal goals. This includes content from influencers who share advice on fitness, productivity, mindset or
achieving ambitions, often featuring an idealised lifestyle as the end result.

My Al (Snapchat): An Al chatbot built into the Snapchat app, powered by ChatGPT technology, that users
can message directly within the platform for conversation, advice or information.

NBA 2K26: A basketball simulation video game developed by 2K Sports in which players can manage teams,
build rosters and compete in matches. It is part of the long-running NBA 2K series and is available on major
gaming consoles.

Omegle: A now-defunct online video-chat website that randomly paired users from around the world for
one-to-one conversations. The site was shut down in November 2023.

Opal: A screen-time management app for iPhone that allows users to block access to specified apps during set
periods, to help reduce screen time and distraction.

Pay to win: A term used by gamers to describe games in which players who spend real money on in-game
items or upgrades gain a significant competitive advantage over those who do not.

Point of view (POV): A video format in which the camera is positioned so that the creator appears to speak
directly to the viewer, as if the viewer is taking part in the scene being described.

Post: An image, video or piece of text uploaded by a user to a social media platform, which may be visible to
their followers or to the public depending on their account settings.

Rage-baiting: Online content specifically designed to provoke anger or outrage from viewers in order to
drive engagement, comments and shares.

Recommender system: A system used by platforms to rank and curate the content that users see on their
feeds, based on factors including their past behaviour, interactions and interests.

Repost: To share content that another user has posted on a social media platform. On some platforms, such
as TikTok, a user's reposted content can be made visible to their own followers.

Roblox: An online gaming platform that allows users to access and play a large number of user-created games
across a wide variety of genres. Players can customise their avatar, interact with others and create their own
games within the platform.

Robux: The virtual currency used within Roblox, which can be purchased with real money. Robux is used to
buy in-game items, avatar upgrades, accessories and access to premium content within games on the platform.

Screen recording: A feature that allows the user to record in real time what they are viewing on their
device — typically a phone, tablet or console — capturing both the content on screen and their interactions with
it.

Screen time: A feature available on smartphones that provides a breakdown of how much time a user has
spent on different apps and categories on their device.

Server: An online space within a game or platform — such as Discord or Roblox — where players or users can
join to play, communicate or share content together.
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Ship / shipping: To 'ship' derives from the word 'relationship'. The term is used within fan communities to
describe the desire for two or more people — fictional or real — to be in a romantic relationship. This can
manifest through fan fiction, art, online discussions and edits.

Shopify: An e-commerce platform that allows individuals and businesses to create and manage online shops.

Short-form content / short-form video: Video content lasting typically under a few minutes, designed to
be watched in quick succession while scrolling through a feed. Platforms associated with short-form content
include TikTok, YouTube Shorts and Instagram Reels.

Snap Map: A feature within Snapchat that allows users to share their real-time location with their Snapchat
contacts on a map, and to view the locations of friends who have chosen to share theirs.

Snap Streak (Snapstreak): A feature on Snapchat that tracks the number of consecutive days on which
two users have exchanged snaps. A streak is lost if either user fails to send a snap within 24 hours.

Snapchat: A messaging platform where users can send photos, videos and messages to individuals or groups.
Content sent as a 'snap' disappears after being viewed. Users can also post temporary 'stories’ visible to their
contacts.

Snapchat Spotlight: A dedicated tab on Snapchat that serves as a landing page for viral, short-form video
content, displayed in an algorithmically driven, infinite-scroll feed.

Sounds (TikTok): Audio clips used in TikTok videos, including music, dialogue from films or TV shows,
memes and original audio. Some sounds become trending when large numbers of creators use the same audio
clip in their videos.

Split-screen: A single post or piece of content which displays two different (often unrelated) videos, playing
simultaneously, either side by side or one on top of the other. Some social media platforms provide templates
for ‘split-screen’ content to be produced.

Stories (Instagram / Snapchat / WhatsApp): A feature that allows users to post photos or videos that
are visible to their followers or contacts for 24 hours before disappearing.

Stranger Things: A Netflix science fiction drama series set in the 1980s, following a group of children and
teenagers as they encounter supernatural events in their small town. The fifth and final season was released in
2025.

Streak Pet (TikTok): A virtual pet that appears within TikTok's direct messaging feature when two users
have established a streak — a record of consecutive days on which they have exchanged messages. The pet
grows over time with continued interaction and disappears if the streak is broken.

StudyTok: An informal term for a community of creators on TikTok who share content related to studying,
revision techniques and academic motivation.

TikTok group chat: A messaging functionality introduced to TikTok in 2024, allowing multiple users to
share content and communicate within a single private thread.

TikTok Shop: An in-app shopping feature within TikTok that allows users to browse and purchase products
directly through the platform, often promoted through creators' videos or a dedicated shop tab.

TikTok Streak: A feature on TikTok that tracks how many consecutive days two users have exchanged
messages in their direct messages, mirroring the Snapstreak feature on Snapchat. Users who maintain a streak
also receive a Streak Pet.

Tubidy: A free audio and video streaming and download platform that allows users to search for and listen to
music.

Twitch: A live-streaming platform primarily used for broadcasting video game gameplay, though it also hosts
content covering music, art and other topics. Viewers can interact with streamers in real time through a live
chat function.

Unboxing video: A type of video in which a creator films themselves opening and revealing the contents of a
package, often featuring new products, with commentary on each item.

Verified account: A social media account that has been confirmed by the platform as belonging to a genuine
public figure, brand or organisation, typically indicated by a tick symbol next to the account name.
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Voice chat: A feature in online games or messaging apps that allows players or users to communicate with
each other in real time through spoken audio, rather than typed messages.

WhatsApp Channel: A one-way broadcast feature on WhatsApp that allows an account holder to share
content with a large number of subscribers. Subscribers can view and react to content but cannot respond to
the group as a whole.

YouTube Premium: A paid subscription tier for YouTube that removes adverts from videos and allows
users to download content and play audio in the background on mobile devices.

YouTube Shorts: A short-form video feature on YouTube, allowing users to create and watch vertical
videos up to 60 seconds in length, displayed in an algorithmically driven, infinite-scroll feed.

2016 nostalgia: A viral social media trend characterised by the use of filters, music and posting styles
associated with 2016. Content creators posted videos reflecting on how simple and fun social media was ten
years ago, often using throwback audio and aesthetics to evoke a sense of nostalgia.

99 Nights (99 Nights in the Forest): An obstacle and survival game on Roblox in which players attempt to
navigate a series of challenges across 99 in-game nights.



PAGE 113 OF 114

Annex 4: Image references

Figure |
Figure 2
Figure 3
Figure 4

Figure 5

Figure 6

Figure 7

Figure 8
Figure 9
Figure 10
Figure 11
Figure 12

Figure 13

Figure 14

Figure 15

Figure 16

Figure 17

Figure 18

Figure 19
Figure 20

Ben's (18) screentime during the diary task period.
Zak's (15) screentime
Amira's (15) battery usage data

From left to right - Amira's (15) screentime, Ben's (18) screentime, and Niamh's
(16) screentime

From left to right - Sam's (17) screentime showing WhatsApp, TikTok and
Snapchat as most used apps; Amber’s (I 3) screentime showing Snapchat,
TikTok and Daily Motion as most used apps; Taylor’s (17) screentime showing
Snapchat, Instagram and TikTok as her most used apps.

Screen recording sent by (from left to right) Zak (15), Ben (18) and Taylor (17)
as part of their diary task

Screenshot of Amber's (13) reposts on her TikTok page. At the time of
interviews, a majority of her reposts were about Stranger Things

Screenshot of game-play content from Caleb (9) during the initial interview.
Screen recording from Niamh's (16) diary task

Niamh's (16) screen time

Ben's (18) screen time

Screen recordings from Billy (10) showing examples of Al-generated content he
has seen

Screenshot of ClassCharts promotional image as displayed on the Apple App
Store (left image), Screen shots of Eedi from Zak (15)

Screenshots from Taylor's (17) diary task. The image of the right is a post of Sir
Kier Starmer, the image on the right is a post of Jens-Frederik Nielsen,
Greenland’s Prime Minister

Vivo Tunes, |D Vance Singing Live — We Are Charlie Kirk | Forever Alive Torch
of Truth Tribute | Al GENERATED (YouTube, 2025)

Screenshots from the top search results of “Charlie Kirk memes” on TikTok.

Joe_wood, WE ARE CHARLIE KIRKKK #fypage #trend #meme #charilekirk
#fyp (TikTok, 2025)

Ezcapee, #relatable #foryou #viral #fyp #meme (TikTok, 2025)
Monkey 19033, #fyp #charliekirk #restinpiss #kirkification (TikTok, 2025)

Image on the left and right are from Taylor's (17) diary task showing content
about politicians, and the middle image is from Angus' (13) diary tasks, and is a
meme of Chloe Kelly.

The image on the left is from Suzy's (14) diary task on Pinterest. The image on
the right is from Zak's (15) diary task on TikTok.

Marketing content seen across Amber's (I3) diary task.

Screenshots of Clash Royale, taken by researchers to illustrate what the game
looks like.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E6MnqBj_wdk&list=RDE6MnqBj_wdk&start_radio=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E6MnqBj_wdk&list=RDE6MnqBj_wdk&start_radio=1
https://www.tiktok.com/@joe_wood/video/7581966273269992726?is_from_webapp=1&sender_device=pc&web_id=7626052870672877078
https://www.tiktok.com/@joe_wood/video/7581966273269992726?is_from_webapp=1&sender_device=pc&web_id=7626052870672877078
https://www.tiktok.com/@ezcapee/video/7580739804917239062?is_from_webapp=1&sender_device=pc
https://www.tiktok.com/@monkey19033/video/7570136036387474710?is_from_webapp=1&sender_device=pc

Figure 21
Figure 22
Figure 23

Figure 24
Figure 25

Figure 26
Figure 27
Figure 28
Figure 29

Figure 30

Figure 31

Table |
Table 2
Table 3
Table 4
Table 5

Table 5
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Screen shots of Coin Master from Suzy’s (14) diary task
Consent page on Coin Master, screen shot from Researchers

Left image is a screenshot of Billy's (10 games folder on his phone; the second
image is a screenshot of Willow's (13) games folder on her phone; the last two
images are screenshots of Block Blast from Amber's (13) diary task

Screen time from Lily (12)

From left to right - screen time data from Zak (15), Niamh (16) and Keeley (10)
showing Snapchat as a popular app

Willow's public WhatsApp channel
Screenshots from Niamh's (16) diary task
Screen recording from Suzy's (14) diary task

Screenshots from Taylor's diary task throughout the years. The left image is
from Wave 9 (Taylor, 14); the middle image is from Wave || (Taylor, 16), the
image on the right is from Wave |2 (Taylor, 17)

Screenshots from Ben'’s screen record footage over the last three Waves
(10,11,12). Left-hand screenshot is from Wave 10, middle one is from Wave |,
right-hand one is from Wave 12. All show basketball-related content.

Pinned posts on Tarah and Barry’s profile page,
https://www.tiktok.com/@tarah.and.barry

Table mapping which participants reported reading regularly or occasionally
Table mapping the children's personal devices

Grid mapping the types of content the children encountered or reported seeing
Table mapping the children's use of Al in Wave ||

Table mapping the children's use of Al in Wave 12

Table mapping the range of ed-tech used by the children this Wave. Please note that Sam
(17) is not in education.


https://www.tiktok.com/@tarah.and.barry

