Almost half of UK youths say they would prefer life without the internet amid social media mental health fears
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Recent research has illuminated a stark reality for young people in the UK: almost half prefer a world without the internet. This survey, conducted by the British Standards Institution, revealed that 46% of 16 to 21-year-olds would choose to live in an environment devoid of digital connectivity. The findings resonate profoundly with growing concerns surrounding the mental health impacts of social media, as nearly 70% of participants reported feeling worse about themselves after engaging with these platforms.
Compounding this issue, half of the respondents expressed support for a proposed “digital curfew,” which would limit access to specific apps and sites after 10 PM. The study highlighted disturbing behaviours among young users, with 42% admitting to deceiving their parents about their online activities. Additionally, a significant portion reported creating fake personas—40% had established “burner” accounts and 27% copped to impersonating entirely different people. Such decisions speak to a broader anxiety surrounding online identity and exposure.
Given this context, the suggestions put forth by the technology secretary, Peter Kyle, to implement mandatory cut-off times for popular applications have garnered attention. Rani Govender, policy manager for child safety online at the NSPCC, asserts that while a digital curfew could be beneficial, it is not a panacea. “A digital curfew alone is not going to protect children from the risks they face online,” she said, underscoring that such measures need to be part of a more comprehensive strategy aimed at ensuring safer online environments.
Supporting Govender’s arguments, Andy Burrows, chief executive of the Molly Rose Foundation, highlighted the pressing need for legislative action to enforce strict safety regulations for social media platforms. He pointed to the dark side of algorithms that can inadvertently direct users, particularly younger ones, towards harmful content. Burrows insisted that “new laws were urgently required” to create design principles prioritising user safety, especially for vulnerable demographics.
The survey’s results feed into a broader dialogue about the adequacy of current regulations governing social media. With three-quarters of respondents acknowledging increased online engagement since the pandemic began, many express concern that this behaviour has detrimental effects on their mental health—68% of participants confirmed they felt that way after spending time online.
This issue isn't unique to the UK. Globally, countries have begun examining the repercussions of social media on youth. For instance, several nations, inspired by Australia’s recent legislation banning social media use for those under 16, are potentially shaping laws that could redefine the digital landscape for minors. The impacts of digital platforms, particularly smartphones, have been linked to increased rates of anxiety, depression, and even eating disorders among young people. It is a sentiment echoed not only by psychologists but also educational institutions—Thomas Mills High School in Suffolk has taken proactive measures by banning smartphones during class hours, reflecting a growing recognition of mobile phone misuse in a learning environment.
Moreover, surveys indicate that the majority of adults across the UK and France share concerns regarding excessive smartphone use, with many advocating for stricter regulations to shield children from online risks. The notion that young people feel trapped within social media ecosystems is underscored by findings from the mental health charity YoungMinds, which revealed that over a third of youths wish they could disengage from these platforms at least weekly.
In a world that increasingly hinges on digital interaction, the question remains: how can society strike a balance between connectivity and the safeguarding of mental health? The demand for urgent action is clear, as young people assert both awareness of online risks and a desire for substantial changes to protect them from a landscape they intimately understand is fraught with peril.
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