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Executive Summary  

Introduction 

The aim of this report is to assess if and how social attitudes of young people in the UK 
today differ from previous generations, and how they might evolve in the future. 
 
In order to do this, it seeks to differentiate between ‘age/life course effects’, where an 
individual’s views change as they grow older or go through different life stages, and 
‘cohort/generational effects’ where there are sustained differences in the attitudes of people 
in different generations that lead to long-term, aggregate shifts in societal attitudes.  It does 
this by drawing on large scale longitudinal cohort studies and attitudinal surveys to identify 
whether there are differences in the attitudes of today’s young people and the attitudes of 
older generations when they were young.  
 
Whilst the emphasis is on attitudes, the report also considers young people’s changing 
behaviours and experiences, where possible, in order to develop a broader understanding of 
their circumstances.   
 
The report examines how the context in which young people find themselves may change 
over the next 10 years.  It brings together the attitudinal trends and the changing context of 
young people’s lives to assess how young people’s attitudes, behaviours and experiences 
may evolve over time.   
 
The report was commissioned by the Cabinet Secretary’s Advisory Group in January 2013. It 
was carried out between February 2013 and March 2014 by the Horizon Scanning 
Programme Team in the Cabinet Office’s Analysis & Insight, with a ‘Community of Interest’ 
made up of officials from a number of relevant government departments, and external 
consultation including academic experts. 
 
The structure of this report is as follows:   
 
Section 1 sets out the background, methodology and aims of the report. 
 
Section 2 explores how social attitudes, behaviours and experiences have evolved over the 
last 30 years.   
 
Section 3 looks at a set of drivers that may affect how young people’s attitudes, behaviours 
and experiences may evolve in the next 10 years.  It thus explores how the context in which 
young people find themselves might change over time.   
 
Section 4 combines the attitudinal trends and changing context of young people’s lives set 
out in the previous sections to assess how young people’s attitudes, behaviours and 
experiences might change by 2024.   
 
The remainder of this executive summary sets out the key findings in each of these sections.   
 
SECTION 2: How social attitudes, behaviours and experiences have evolved over time  
 
This section sets out the key findings on how social attitudes have evolved over the last 30 
years and focuses on four key areas: values and personal autonomy, attitudes to society 
and government, aspirations and wellbeing.  Whilst the focus is on attitudes, the section also 
considers behaviours and experiences of young people in order to provide a more complete 
picture of social changes over time.   
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This report adopts the same generational definitions as Ipsos MORI’s ‘Generations’ work: 
‘Pre-War‘(born before 1945), ‘Baby Boomers’ (born 1945-65), ‘Generation X’ (born 1966-
1979) and ‘Generation Y’ (born after 1980 onwards).  It then focuses on identifying 
differences between Generation Y and previous generations. 
 
Where possible we have attempted to identify where there are differences in attitudes 
between those currently aged under 25 compared to older members of Generation Y but few 
significant differences were found.   
 
For a large number of topics long running repeated surveys do not exist.  Where this is the 
case we have used one-off surveys to compare the responses of young people (usually 
defined as those aged under 25) to older people.  This means that age and generational 
effects cannot be separated out. 
 
Values and personal autonomy 
 
A key theme running through the social attitudes of young people is the importance of 
personal autonomy, with power and achievement (social prestige and personal success), 
stimulation (excitement and challenge in life) and hedonism (pleasure/gratification for 
oneself) identified as important values for younger generations.   

This does not mean that young people have become more selfish. Young people attach as 
much value to the welfare of others as older generations.  ‘Benevolence’ (improving the 
welfare of those close to you) remains the most important value for all generations and 
young people in Generation Y are equally likely as older generations to report concern for 
the living conditions of their immediate family, people in their neighbourhood and humanity in 
general. 

There has been a gradual shift in society towards increasingly liberal social attitudes 
towards ethnicity, gender roles and sexuality.  Younger generations are more ethnically 
diverse than older generations and increasingly mix regularly with people from other ethnic 
backgrounds.  We also see a pattern of slow decline in religious identification between 
generations. 

Aspirations  

When we ask people of different ages what is important in life, we find remarkably little 
difference between generations. Having good friends, health, being independent and 
having good partnerships are the most important things for under 25s and older 
groups.  People aged under 25 are more likely than older groups to view money and a 
fulfilling job as more important and having children, health and good partnerships as less 
important. However, it might be that this is explained by life course effects, rather than 
generational shifts.   

When we look at the attributes that young people aged 16-19 consider important for their 
future occupations, we find that the things that they view as most important are having an 
interesting and secure job. These job characteristics are viewed as very important by the 
majority of young people. Getting a high income, helping others and contributing to society 
are only regarded as very important by a minority of young people. There is significant 
variation in what job characteristics are seen as important by different groups of 
young people. Claims that young people want to ‘do well and do good’ and to have 
interesting work apply more to women and those from more advantaged 
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backgrounds.  For men and less advantaged young people, income, job security and 
leisure time are more important.   
 
Young people on average have higher levels of optimism than older people about their own 
futures but have broadly pessimistic views about the future of society. There is little 
evidence of a culture of low aspirations amongst young people.  There are differences 
between socio-economic groups, but even amongst disadvantaged young people a large 
majority have high aspirations concerning employment and education, and expect to be 
successful.   
 
Young people today may be responding to the economic downturn with greater 
entrepreneurialism. There is some evidence of an increase in the numbers of young people 
that aim to start or are in the process of starting a business.  It is not possible at this stage to 
state whether this is the beginning of a sustained shift towards more entrepreneurial 
attitudes among young people, or whether this is a short-term response to the economic 
climate.  
 
Attitudes to society and government 

Young people continue to place significant value on belonging to their local 
community.  The majority of people aged 16-24 feel that they belong to Britain (87%) and to 
their neighbourhood (77%). These figures have risen significantly over the last 10 years and 
are now around average for all age groups.  The proportion of 16-24 year olds that have 
formally volunteered in the last 12 months has remained roughly stable over the last ten 
years at around 40%, which is around average for the population. 

However, young people are a lot less trusting of others and are far more likely to 
believe that they are treated unfairly. Only one third of those born after 1990 believe that 
many people in their neighbourhood can be trusted, compared to two thirds of those born 
before 1945. Young people in the UK have the lowest levels of ‘trust and belonging’ in 
Europe. This is based on questions about trusting other people, being treated fairly and 
respectfully by them and feeling a sense of belonging with and support from people where 
you live. 68% of people aged under 25 feel that they have been discriminated against 
because of their age, compared to 20% of 65-79 year olds. Young people in their 20s are 
regarded by all age groups as having lower status than older people and are viewed by all 
groups to be less competent, friendly and moral than those in their 70s.  We are unable to 
tell whether this is a new trend or whether young people have always been regarded as 
having lower status. 

There is little evidence of resentment of older people by younger generations. This 
suggests that narratives about a ‘clash of generations’ are, as yet, misplaced.  Young people 
on the whole have a positive view of older generations.  Also, all generations think that 
young people today face more challenging labour and housing markets than previous 
generations, and many people in older generations sympathise with the challenges that 
young people face. 

Participation in mainstream politics is far lower amongst today’s young people than 
for previous generations but trust in traditional institutions and authority figures does not 
vary significantly between generations. There is no evidence of lower trust in ‘authority’ 
figures and institutions such as the police, doctors, teachers, judges, clergymen, politicians, 
business leaders, and journalists amongst young people compared to older people. There 
does not appear to be a widespread view amongst young people that society needs to be 
radically changed or a rejection of the values and institutions of democratic society.   
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There is a clear generational shift towards young people being less supportive of the 
welfare state than older generations.  This appears to be partly due to a view that the 
system is abused by many people and partly due to an emphasis on personal autonomy. 
Generation Y is more likely than other cohorts to believe the role of state should be more 
focused on providing opportunities and less on managing the risks individuals face. This 
suggests that Generation Y is a more ‘individualist’ generation than the others, more 
concerned with personal independence and opportunity than compulsory systems of risk 
pooling and redistribution. However, younger people are no less likely to think that specific 
groups, such as the elderly, the disabled and low-income working families need to be 
supported. 

Younger people are less likely than older people to see immigration as an important 
issue and appear to be less likely to view immigration as a cause for concern.  
However, these attitudes vary significantly between different groups of young people and a 
majority of all generations favour strict limits on immigration.  Younger generations are also 
less negative about the EU than older generations.   

Wellbeing  

In the UK, wellbeing follows a ‘U-shape’ over the life course. Wellbeing is relatively high in 
the late teens before declining through the early 20s until late middle age, when it 
rises again.  This relationship holds for all domains of wellbeing: life satisfaction, viewing 
things in life as worthwhile, happiness and self-declared anxiety. 

Whilst most children and young people have high levels of wellbeing, there are 
significant levels of variation between groups and overall the UK performs slightly below 
average compared to other developed countries.  However, according to some measures, 
the wellbeing of children and young people has improved in the last few years.   
 
There are a range of negative outcomes related with being a young person not in 
education employment or training (NEET), such as depression, stress, anxiety and 
other health issues.   
 
A minority of children and young people are affected by mental health issues. Estimates 
suggest that around 10% have a clinically-recognised disorder. Anxiety, depression, 
emotional and conduct problems amongst young people rose between the 1980s and 
the millennium.  Since then, there are indications that these upward trends have 
levelled off or begun to reverse.      

Since the turn of the millennium, there has been a decline in risk behaviours and some 
negative outcomes, such as drug taking, teenage pregnancies, drinking, smoking and 
crime, amongst young people. However, many of these are still high by international 
standards and prevalence varies significantly amongst young people. 

There are a wide range of ways in which technology use could impact on attitudes, 
behaviours and wellbeing of young people. There is clear evidence that moderate use of 
technology is likely to have significant positive impacts on wellbeing but that for the 
small minority of young people who use technology heavily, there could be a range of 
negative impacts, related to, for instance, ‘sexualisation’, the influence of violent video 
games and cyber-bullying. However, there is considerable uncertainty about the scale of 
these effects.  It is too simplistic to conclude that the effects of a particular technology are 
‘good’ or ‘bad’. The impacts of technologies will depend on how children and young people 
use them and this will depend on a range of wider social and psychological factors. 
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SECTION 3: Key drivers that may impact on how young people’s attitudes, behaviours and 
experiences may evolve over the next 10 years  
 
A number of drivers are likely to shape the context of young people’s lives over next 10 
years and thus affect how young people’s attitudes and behaviours might change by 2024.  
The key drivers and underlying evidence were developed through a combination of desk 
research about ongoing trends and cross-government workshops.   
 
It is important to note that we can be less confident about our assessments about potential 
future trends compared to the evidence on the current trends in social attitudes set out in 
section 2 above.   Drivers of young people’s attitudes, behaviours and experiences may 
include:  
 

 Young people are spending more time in education than in the past. However, it is 
uncertain whether the numbers of young people staying in education will continue to 
grow.   

 Young people are part of a society experiencing significant demographic 
change. The UK population is growing, becoming older and more ethnically diverse. 
It is also likely that young people will increasingly live in densely-populated cities and 
will be more likely than older people to move regularly to study and to find work.   

 Young people may increasingly experience a wide range of more flexible, and 
potentially more rapidly changing, living arrangements.   Single occupancy, non-
familial cohabitation and multi-generational households could all become more 
commonplace.  

 The increasing prevalence of information technology in everyday life. It seems 
highly likely that this trend will continue and intensify in the future, and could have 
significant impacts on the social and economic lives of young people.  

 The changing nature of the youth labour market: There is a large amount of 
uncertainty about the economic conditions that will affect young people in 2024. This 
is partly because it is difficult to disentangle long term labour market trends from the 
temporary impacts of the recession and partly because of uncertainty around the 
nature of those long term trends.  It is likely that young people’s labour market 
opportunities will improve as the macroeconomic environment becomes more 
favourable. However, some commentators argue that we are seeing a change in the 
nature of the youth labour market towards fewer, less-secure jobs.   
 

SECTION 4: How young people’s attitudes, behaviours and experiences might evolve in the 
next 10 years.   

 
This section explores both what the attitudes, behaviours and experiences of today’s 
children and young people may be like when they are 10 years older in 2024, but also what 
the next cohort of children and young people’s attitudes and experiences will be like. It 
brings together the trends in attitudes and changing context in which young people find 
themselves in order to assess how young people’s attitudes, behaviours and experiences 
might change in the future.   
 
There is significant uncertainty about how young people’s attitudes will evolve over time, due 
to both uncertainty around the circumstances in which young people will find themselves and 
how different groups of young people will interpret and respond to them. Two key sources of 
uncertainty are what economic circumstances the UK will find itself in and how digital 
technologies will be used by young people in 2024.  Given these uncertainties, the findings 
of this section should be viewed as more tentative.   
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The following key trends are identified: 

 
Contact with an increasingly diverse peer group and high levels of participation in higher 
education is likely to mean that younger generations continue the gradual shift towards 
increasingly liberal/permissive social attitudes about gender equality, sexuality, race 
and ethnicity.  However, shifts in attitudes to 2024 are likely to be small and it is unlikely 
that future generations of young people will have uniformly liberal social attitudes.   
 
It is likely that this generation of young people will continue to be interested in 
helping those around them and that many will remain committed to community 
engagement. However, lack of trust in others in their communities, coupled with a perception 
that young people are not valued or treated fairly, could impact negatively on social 
cohesion.   

 
It is likely, but by no means certain, that low levels of engagement in mainstream 
politics, particularly amongst disadvantaged young people, will persist.  However, it is 
unlikely that radical social movements will gain broad based support in the UK and it is 
possible that innovative forms of community and political engagement could emerge by 
2024.   

 
It is unlikely that intergenerational tensions will become a major issue. Whilst it is 
possible that intergenerational inequalities in wealth and income could increase, there is 
currently little evidence of widespread resentment amongst young people towards older 
generations. 

 
High levels of optimism, emphasis on personal autonomy and high levels of 
education are likely to enable many young people to flourish over the next ten years.  
They will maintain high levels of wellbeing and could compete successfully in a global 
knowledge economy. However, it is likely that some young people will struggle to achieve 
the outcomes they were expecting and will struggle to cope with these disappointments.  
 
Young people that are in insecure work or are unemployed may be more likely to 
suffer negative impacts on their health and wellbeing; for some these will have long 
term effects. The ability of young people to be resilient to the challenges they face will vary 
depending on their personal circumstances, and the extent of the supportive relationships 
available to them. Clearly, how this trend evolves over time will depend on the strength of 
the macroeconomic environment and the labour market conditions that young people face.   
 
‘Emerging adulthood’ is likely to continue to be a stage in the life course of many 
young people. Rising housing costs, longer time spent in education and entering the labour 
market at an older age are likely to lead to extended paths to full adulthood and 
independence for a large proportion of young people. For those young people whose 
families are willing and able to support them, this could include longer time spent living with 
their parents and increased dependence on inter-generational transfers.   
 
Digital technology is very likely to continue to develop and remain a key driver of 
change. It will continue to shape today’s young people’s lives as they grow older and will 
also affect future generations of young people. However, uncertainties about how 
technologies will evolve and how young people will use them mean that we cannot 
predict exactly how they will impact on young people. For many young people it will 
boost opportunities for social interaction; for some, digital skills may provide a comparative 
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advantage in the labour market and for a minority of young people, it may have negative 
implications.   
 
Recent declines across a range of risk behaviours and negative outcomes for young people 
indicate that there are some common underlying causes.  These may include a combination 
of better relationships with parents, reductions in unstructured leisure time, improved public 
policy and displacement by other behaviours, such as increased social media and video 
game use. Given the many complex explanatory factors that are associated with 
participating in risk behaviours, we cannot be certain that the trends towards 
declining risk behaviours will continue to 2024. 

 
 
 
 
SECTION 5: Conclusion  

 
In conclusion, the social attitudes, behaviours and experiences of young people paint a 
complex picture of gradual change and continuity over the next 10 years. However, in some 
spheres, such as those affected by technological change, there is a lot more uncertainty and 
the potential for more rapid change.   

There are a number of positive stories to tell about this generation of young people. For 
example, a range of risk behaviours and negative outcomes are declining amongst young 
people, such as drug taking, teenage pregnancies, drinking, smoking and crime.  Also, the 
high levels of aspirations amongst young people, emphasis on personal responsibility and 
community engagement provide good reasons for optimism about social change over the 
next 10 years. However, there are also potential concerns, for instance around declining 
mainstream political engagement, low levels of social trust and the potential negative 
impacts of digital technologies.      

 

  



 

 
12 

THIS IS NOT A STATEMENT OF GOVERNMENT POLICY 
 

Section 1: Introduction  
 
This report is structured as follows: 
 

 Section 1 sets out the background to the project, the methodology for the research 
and outlines the age/period/cohort model.  
 

 Section 2 explores how social attitudes have evolved over the last 30 years.  It 
focuses on four key areas: values and personal autonomy, attitudes to society and 
government, aspirations and wellbeing.   

 

 Section 3 looks at a set of drivers that may affect how young people’s attitudes, 
behaviours and experiences may evolve in the next 10 years.  It thus explores how 
the context in which young people find themselves might change over time.   

 

 Section 4 combines the attitudinal trends and changing context of young people’s 
lives set out in the previous sections to assess how young people’s attitudes, 
behaviours and experiences might change by 2024.   

Background 

This report was commissioned by the Cabinet Secretary’s Advisory Group in January 2013 
as one of five key horizon scanning themes identified as having importance across a range 
of policy areas. It was carried out between February 2013 and March 2014 by the Horizon 
Scanning Programme Team in the Cabinet Office’s Analysis & Insight, drawing on invaluable 
contributions from a ‘Community of Interest’ made up of officials from a number of relevant 
government departments, and external consultation with academic experts.  

Methodology 
1. A cross-government ‘Community of Interest’ was formed of officials from relevant 

government departments. This group met throughout the project to discuss and 
advise on content, and suggest directions for research, as well as helping to develop 
potential policy implications. An Academic Advisory Group was formed and provided 
useful comments to ensure the findings are robust and reflect current evidence. The 
project’s Academic Advisory Group comprised of:  

 

 Professor Dominic Abrams, University of Kent 

 Professor Martyn Barrett, University of Surrey 

 Professor Fiona Brooks, University of Hertfordshire 

 Professor Andy Furlong, University of Glasgow 

 Professor Anthony Heath, Oxford University 

 Professor Sonia Livingstone, London School of Economics 

 Professor Bren Neale, Leeds University 

 Professor Peter J. Scott, Open University 

 Professor David Voas, University of Essex 

 Dr Christina Scharff, King’s College London 
 

2. Desk-based research was undertaken by the Cabinet Office team to undertake a 
literature review and identify key evidence including published survey reports, 
marketing literature, academic publications and to do additional quantitative analysis 
of survey data. Dr Siobhan McAndrew and her colleagues at the University of 
Manchester Institute for Social Change provided valuable contributions to the paper.   
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3. Two workshops were held on 25th April 2013 and 31st July 2013 with the Community 
of Interest, to identify potential future drivers of change affecting young people. The 
purpose of these workshops was to take on views across government about what the 
key drivers of young people’s attitudes might be, and assess which were the most 
high impact and how certain we are about how they might evolve over the next 10 
years.   

 
4. Four focus groups were conducted by the Cabinet Office team with groups of young 

people around the country to supplement the findings of desk research. This 
methodology provided detailed insight into young peoples’ views and helped to 
create a better understanding of data emerging from the desk-based research. The 
groups were held in the week commencing 25th November. In total, 41 young people 
took part from a range of socio-economic backgrounds and geographical areas. Due 
to limitations in time and resource, we did not adopt a rigorous sampling approach.  
Therefore, the results should be regarded as indicative, rather than representative of 
all young people.  

The Age/Period/Cohort Model 

This report seeks primarily to identify whether large scale, structural shifts are occurring 
between the attitudes of today’s young people and the attitudes of older generations when 
they were young.  Therefore, it is largely based on available quantitative evidence including 
data from large scale longitudinal cohort studies and attitudinal surveys. Where possible it 
seeks to differentiate between the attitudes of different groups within generations and to 
include more qualitative evidence. However, the limits of space, time and resources means 
that this can only ever be a slice across the published literature and our focus has been on 
quantitative analysis.  
 
This report seeks to identify whether social attitudes of young people can be explained by: 
 

1. Age/Life course effects: where an individual’s views change as they grow older or go 
through different life stages, such as moving from education to employment or 
becoming parents. 

 
2. Period effects: where everyone changes because of external events or a general 

cultural shift related to the time period under observation. 
 

3. Cohort/Generational effects: where opinions are set by the formative experiences of 
a generation, and aggregate opinion changes over time because the composition of 
the population changes (sometimes called generational replacement). 

 
The age-period-cohort (APC) model is used widely to separate each of these influences1. 
However, as there is a perfect linear relationship between these effects (period equals year 
of birth plus age), it is impossible to observe independent variation, so standard statistical 
techniques cannot be used to isolate one of these effects from the others. There is a 
considerable body of literature going back to the 1970s about how to resolve this and to 
draw meaningful conclusions2.  
 

                                                           
1
 Browning, Martin, Ian Crawford, and Marike Knoef (2012). The age-period cohort problem: set 

identification and point identification. No. CWP02/12. Cemmap working paper, 2012. Online at: 
http://users.ox.ac.uk/~econ0237/papers/apc.pdf 
2
 Glenn, Norval D. (2003) "Distinguishing age, period, and cohort effects. Handbook of the life course: 

465-476. 

http://users.ox.ac.uk/~econ0237/papers/apc.pdf
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The APC approach requires surveys that have been asking the same questions for a long 
time. This enables us to see how people in different generations respond to the same 
questions over time.  This means we can see, for instance, if young people today have 
different views from those of young people 10 years ago, and whether the attitudes of people 
who were young 10 years ago are similar now.   
 
Clearly, the nature of these effects will determine whether current social attitudes of young 
people will stay with them as they get older and lead to aggregate opinion changes.  If a 
particular social attitude is determined by a life course effect, then it will fade out as people 
get older but if it is determined by a new generation having fundamentally different views that 
remain different to older generations, then it is likely to have significant impacts on the 
attitudes of society as a whole.  
 
Key data sources include:   

1. The British Social Attitudes Survey (BSAS) was established in 1983 to chart 
changes, or lack of change, in public attitudes, values and beliefs over time3. This 
provides a valuable basis for this report. In the Ipsos Mori ‘Generations’ analysis of 
the BSAS, surveys have been used to compare how people in different generations 
respond to the same questions over time4. Similarly, NatCen have produced 
generational analyses using all 30 years of BSAS data5.  

2. The European Values Survey has data available from 1981-2009, and colleagues 
from the Institute for Social Change at the University of Manchester have kindly 
contributed to this paper by producing generational analysis of this data source.   

3. The Cabinet Office Analysis & Insight Team have provided analysis of the British 
Household Panel Survey (BHPS) and Understanding Society. The BHPS began 
in 1991 and some questions were continued into the larger scale Understanding 
Society.   

4. Other data sources with shorter time series have also been used where there is a 
gap in the long time series data sets.  For example, the Community 
Life/Citizenship Surveys are used to provide more granular evidence on the 
community engagement of young people.  

5. For a large number of topics long running repeated surveys do not exist.  Where this 
is the case we have used one-off surveys to compare the responses of young people 
to older people.  This means that age and generational effects cannot be separated 
out.   

Adopting a ‘generational’ perspective does not mean that differences between people in the 
same generation are being ignored. It is important to note that ‘young people’ are very far 
from being a homogenous group, and there is a risk of over-generalisation about the 
distinctive attributes of today’s young people as different from previous generations. The 
value of generational analysis is primarily in identifying large scale attitudinal shifts within 
society. For this reason it is not particularly suitable for attempting to identify attitudes held 
by a minority that may be particularly impactful.  One key criticism of popular generational 
studies is that they generalise about all young people from studies of US university students 
that are unrepresentative of the generally populace. A further one is that generational 
approaches ‘stereotype’ generations and tries to give them coherent ‘characters’, which are 

                                                           
3
 Park, A. et al. Eds. (2013) British Social Attitudes 30 NatCen Social Research [online]. Available 

from:  http://www.bsa-30.natcen.ac.uk/media/37580/bsa30_full_report_final.pdf 
4
Ipsos MORI (2013) Generations [online] available from: http://www.ipsos-mori-generations.com/ 

5
 Park, A. et al. Eds. (2013) British Social Attitudes 30 NatCen Social Research [online]. Available 
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ascribed a misleading amount of certainty6.  This can lead to contradictory conclusions that 
characterise today’s young people positively (confident, optimistic, team-orientated)7 or 
negatively (narcissistic, materialist, entitled)8.   
 
This study attempts to avoid these criticisms. Instead of stereotyping particular generations it 
seeks to explore where there are trends in how attitudes are evolving over time. There are 
many differences in attitudes by age, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, socioeconomic status, and 
so on, which cannot be ignored. Wherever possible, this report reflects the (often significant) 
differences within, as well as between generations. However, sample sizes of the available 
survey data place a limit on the extent to which the data can be broken down to look at 
specific groups/ characteristics within this analysis.  
 
A further challenge has been the varying geographical coverage of these surveys. The 
geographical scope of this paper is social attitudes in the United Kingdom.  However, not all 
surveys cover this entire area.  For instance, LSYPE covers only England, Community Life 
and the Citizenship Survey cover England and Wales and the BSAS covers England, 
Scotland and Wales.  Due to the scarcity of data sources, those surveys that do not cover 
the entire UK have not been excluded but their geographical coverage is explicitly stated.   

Defining ‘Young people’   

This generation of ‘young people’ are defined here as those born in 1990 or after (so, in 
2014, aged under 25). One aim of this report was to test the hypothesis that this ‘generation’ 
of young people has attitudes that differentiate it markedly from previous generations when 
they were the same age. This hypothesis is based on two possible drivers: this generation 
came of age during the economic downturn with its consequently higher levels of youth 
unemployment and also they grew up as ‘digital natives’, immersed in technology from a 
young age and using it differently from previous generations.  
 
In practice, a shortage of up-to-date survey data with sufficiently large sample sizes has 
meant that we have struggled to fully test this hypothesis.  The evidence that is available 
does not indicate that there are significant differences between young people born after 
1990 and those born in the 1980s.   
 
The quantitative analysis in this report uses the definitions of ‘generations’ adopted by Ipsos 
MORI in their Generations research9:  
 

Generations Age  

‘Generation Y’  Born 1980 onwards, now aged in mid 30s and younger 

‘Generation X’  Born 1966 – 1979,  
now aged mid 30s to late 40s 

                                                           
6
 Hoover, E. (2009) ‘The Millennial Muddle: How stereotyping students became a thriving industry and 

a bundle of contradictions’ [online] available from:  http://chronicle.com/article/The-Millennial-Muddle-

How/48772/  
7
 Howe, N. And Strauss, W. (2008) ‘Millennials Rising: The Next Great Generation’  

8
 Twenge, J. (2007) ‘Generation Me: Why today’s young Americans are more confident, assertive, 

entitled- and more miserable than ever before.’   
9
 Ipsos MORI (2013) Generations [online] available from: http://www.ipsos-mori-generations.com/ 
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‘Baby-boomers’  Born 1945-1965, now late 40s – late 60s.  

‘Pre-war’ Born before 1945,  
now aged late 60s and upwards.  

 
Where sample sizes allow, those born in 1990 and later are explored as a separate group 
and are labelled ‘Generation Z’. 
 
The specific breakpoints between these ‘generations’ are, of course, to some extent arbitrary 
but they are based on those commonly used elsewhere in academic and ‘grey’ literature, 
marketing research and in popular discourse.  In a number of cases, the available data does 
not correspond to the ‘generations’ set out above.  Where data sets are used that do not use 
these definitions, this is made clear when discussing findings.  
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Section 2: Current trends in the social attitudes of young people 
 
Section 2 of this report sets out the key findings on how social attitudes have evolved over 
the last 30 years and focuses on four key areas: values and personal autonomy, attitudes to 
society and government, aspirations and wellbeing.   
 
Whilst the focus is on attitudes, the section also considers behaviours and experiences of 
young people in order to provide a more complete picture of social changes over time.   
 
It adopts the same generational definitions as Ipsos MORI’s ‘Generations’ work: ‘Pre-War’ 
(born before 1945), ‘Baby Boomers’ (born 1945-65), ‘Generation X’ (born 1966-1979) and 
‘Generation Y’ (born after 1980 onwards).   
 
Where possible we have attempted to identify where there are differences in attitudes 
between those currently in their early twenties and younger compared to older members of 
Generation Y but few significant differences were found.   
 
Where there is no time series data available, we compare the attitudes of young people 
(usually defined as those aged under 25) to older groups. When this is the only data 
available, we cannot explain whether differences between people of different ages are 
explained by age effects or generational effects.    

Values and personal autonomy   
This section explores how ‘core’ values have evolved over time, examining the shift towards 
more emphasis on personal autonomy, increasingly liberal social values in a range of 
spheres including attitudes to ethnic diversity and changing attitudes to religion.   

Young people’s core values  

More than previous generations, younger people attach high importance to a wider range of 
values. They appear to want status and achievement, but also to have fun, independence 
and novelty.  
 
The key change in the dominant value structure in developed countries has been identified 
as a movement from materialist values, emphasizing economic and physical security, to a 
new set of post-materialist values, which include emphasized autonomy and self-
expression10.  Indeed, analysis of the Eurobarometer and the World Values Survey from 
1970-2006 indicates that a significant generational shift in values did occur in six wealthy 
western European countries between people born before, during and after World War Two.  
However, there is little difference in the ‘post-materialism’ of those born 1956-65 and 
younger generations.  Inglehart hypothesises that the shift towards post-materialism was 
explained by increased economic security during people’s formative years.  Conversely, he 
argues that the end of this shift is because ‘perceived security’ has ceased to increase over 
the last twenty years due to higher inequality and youth unemployment. The slowdown of 
this generational shift means that the gap between the values of the oldest and youngest 
cohorts in 2006 was less than half the size that it had at the start of the time series in 1970.11  
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 Inglehart, R. And Welzel, C. (2005) Modernization, Cultural Change and Democracy: the human 

development sequence Cambridge University Press 
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 Inglehart, R. (2008) ‘Changing Values among Western Publics from 1970 to 2006’. West European 

Politics 31:1-2 130-46 [online]. Available from:  
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However, there is evidence that there has been an increase in the importance of power and 
achievement (social prestige and personal success), stimulation (excitement and challenge 
in life) and hedonism (pleasure/gratification for oneself) for younger generations.  There has 
been a decline in the importance of conformity and tradition (upholding social norms and 
respect for traditional customs) and, to a lesser extent, security (maintaining safety and 
stability of society) and universalism (understanding and protecting the welfare of all people 
and nature)12.  
 
Interestingly, benevolence (improving the welfare of those close to you) remains the most 
important value for all generations13. This suggests that young people attach high value to 
the welfare of other people, particularly those that they know personally.  Indeed, young 
people in Generation Y (born in 1980 and onwards) are equally likely as older generations to 
report concern for the living conditions of their immediate family, people in their 
neighbourhood and humanity in general14. 
 
The emphasis on such a wide range of values has led to the attitudes of younger 
generations being characterised as wanting to ‘do well and do good’.  
 
Figure 1: Generational change in values priorities in the UK 

 
Source: European Social Survey 2010 Pers. Comm. A. Austin, University of Manchester, 
May 2013. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs/articles/folder_published/publication_559/files/values_1970-

2006.pdf n.b. Sample sizes are too small to look at the value change in the UK alone.   
12

Austin, A. (2013) Unpublished analysis of European Social Survey 2009 University of Manchester, 

May 2013. Pers. Comm. 
13

 Austin, A. (2013) Unpublished analysis of European Social Survey 2009 University of Manchester, 

May 2013. Pers. Comm. 
14

 McAndrew, S. (2013) Unpublished analysis of European Values Survey 1990, 1999 and 2009.  
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Researchers at the University of Manchester have explored value change over time in the 
UK by looking at responses in the European Values Survey in 1981, 1990, 1999 and 2009 to 
a number of questions on: 
 

1. Autonomy: based on responses to questions about willingness to justify 
homosexuality, prostitution, abortion, divorce, euthanasia and suicide  

2. Self-interest: based on responses to questions about willingness to justify joyriding, 
lying, benefit fraud, avoiding a fare on public transport, tax fraud and accepting a 
bribe.   

 
The graphs below show responses by age group and birth cohort for each of these 
measures.  The first graph shows that emphasis on personal autonomy has increased, and 
values of purity and sanctity have decreased.  This appears to be a generational or cohort 
effect. Younger generations are more likely to have permissive attitudes to personal morality 
than older generations.  However, this trend disappears for generations born after the 1950s. 
This fits with Inglehart’s hypothesis above that generational shifts in values have slowed 
down.   

The second graph shows that attitudes to crime and cheating have been constant over the 
four waves of the EVS. Younger people are more likely to justify crimes than older people, 
but this seems to be an age or lifecycle effect. As people get older they become less likely to 
justify self-interest.  Young people today are no more likely to justify self-interest than 
previous generations were when they were younger.   

Figure 2: Generational Change in Willingness to Justify Personal Autonomy 

 
Source: University of Manchester analysis of the European Values Survey 1981, 1990, 1999 
and 2009 
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Figure 3: Generational Change in Willingness to Justify Self-Interested Behaviour 

 
 
Source: University of Manchester analysis of the European Values Survey 1981, 1990, 1999 
and 2009 
 
There does not appear to be a strong generational shift against belief in the rule of law.  
Whilst only a minority of those born in the 1980s agree that, “The law should always be 
obeyed, even if a particular law is wrong”, the proportion of those born in the 1980s that 
agree with the statement (34%) in 2012 is not significantly lower than the proportion of those 
born in the 1960s (36%) or 1950s (38%).  It is also, little different from the views of those 
born in the 1960s and 1970s when they were a similar age15.  
 
Figure 4: Percentage agreeing “The law should always be obeyed, even if a particular 
law is wrong” 

 

                                                           
15

Taylor, E., Park, A. and Clery, L.(2013) Internal Analysis of British Social Attitudes, 2012 NatCen 

Social Research 

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

1981 1990 1999 2009

M
e
a
n
 s

c
o
re

 

pre-1930s 1930s 1940s 1950s

1960s 1970s 1980s

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

1987 1993 1996 2003 2007 2012

1980s 1970s 1960s 1950s

1940s 1930s 1920s 1910s



 

 
21 

THIS IS NOT A STATEMENT OF GOVERNMENT POLICY 
 

Source: NatCen Social Research, British Social Attitudes 30 

Liberal social values  

It appears that there has been a general shift towards more ‘liberal’ social attitudes in society 
as a whole16. It is likely that this is associated with the emphasis on personal autonomy set 
out above.  Younger people are generally more likely than older people to be more liberal 
and tolerant of difference, and are more relaxed than the population overall about drugs, sex 
and sexuality, alcohol, euthanasia and non-traditional family structures17. On average, young 
people aged 18-24 would vote against reinstating the death penalty, whereas the general 
public would vote for it. Younger people are divided over the legalisation of soft drugs, 
whereas the public in general is against it18. Two thirds of 18-24 year olds are in favour of 
allowing same sex marriage, compared to just over half of the population as a whole19.  
 
There has been growing acceptance of homosexuality since the 1980s. In 1983 17% 
thought homosexuality was “not wrong at all”, falling to 11% by 1987 (a time of great concern 
about HIV AIDS). Now nearly half (47%) take this view, while 22% think it is “always wrong” 
(compared with 50% in 1983). This change is explained by a clear generational shift in 
attitudes, as can be seen in the chart below20.  Young people are more likely to be liberal in 
their attitudes when they personally know a lesbian or gay person, for example21.  There are, 
however, some religious and cultural variations in these attitudes16.  
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Figure 5: Percentage agreeing that “Homosexuality is wrong” by generation 

 
Source: NatCen Social Research, British Social Attitudes 30 
 
Attitudes towards the role in society of men and women have changed considerably too. In 
the 1980s there was still considerable support for ‘traditional’ gender roles. In 1984, for 
instance, 43% agreed with the view that “a man’s job is to earn money; a woman’s job is to 
look after the home and family”, but now only 13% take this view. This is largely explained by 
a generational shift in attitudes, with each generation less likely to support traditional gender 
roles than the last. The gap is narrowing between the differences of the most recent cohorts. 
This implies that, while we might expect to see further reductions in support for a traditional 
division of labour in coming decades, the speed of change in attitudes may slow down22. 
 
Despite social change in a range of spheres, girls and young women continue to face 
gendered inequalities23. For example, women still report undertaking a disproportionate 
amount of housework and caring activities, spending an average of 13 hours on housework 
and 23 hours caring for family members each week, compared with eight and 10 hours 
respectively for men24.  Also, there are concerns related to the sexualisation of young 
people, often related to the use of digital technology, which are discussed in the section on 
‘wellbeing and technology’ below. 
 
Despite espousing more liberal social attitudes, young people do not appear to be less 
prejudiced against gay men and lesbians, black people, Muslims or women than older 
people.  They are no less likely than older groups to say that either they did not mind coming 
across as prejudiced or that they sometimes feel prejudice but try not to let it 
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show25.Therefore, whilst liberal social values are becoming the norm it is not the case that 
they are homogenous or that they are always acted upon.    

Attitudes towards ethnic diversity 

Young people are more ethnically diverse than the population as a whole. This is likely to 
have shaped their attitudes towards race and diversity, with a generational shift towards 
declining racial prejudice26. In the 2007/8 Citizenship Survey, younger people were more 
likely than older people to say respect for people from different ethnic groups was an 
important value for living in Britain today. Those aged 16 to 24 (42%) were the more likely to 
say this than those aged 35 to 49 (37%), 50 to 64 (32%), 65 to 74 (25%) and 75 or over 
(25%).  Younger people were less likely than older people to say that everyone should speak 
English. Younger people attach less importance to where their family came from originally in 
their sense of identity than older people27.  
 
Young people are increasingly interacting with people from a wider range of ethnic 
backgrounds, as society becomes more diverse, particularly more rural and suburban areas 
where the ethnic minority population has increased. Younger people in Britain are more 
likely than older generations to socialise with people from ethnic minority backgrounds and it 
is perhaps this proximity that is contributing towards their more accepting attitudes. Far more 
young people regularly mix with people from different ethnic or religious backgrounds. 92% 
of 16-24 year olds compared to 80% of 50-64 year olds. This attitudinal shift may also be 
explained by younger generations being more educated and, in particular, being more likely 
to have gone to university, which is associated with more liberal social values. However, 
younger people are also more likely than older people to think racial or religious harassment 
is a problem in their local area28. There is likely to be significant variation in attitudes to 
ethnic diversity in different regions.  Whilst overall the majority of 17 year olds in all regions 
of England felt that their local area is a place where people from different racial, ethnic and 
religious backgrounds mix well together, this was higher in London (over 80% agreed with 
this statement), than in Yorkshire and the Humber29 (70%).    
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Figure 6: Percentage of people that have "half or more" of their friends from a 
different race as their own 

 
Source: Cabinet Office Internal Analysis of Citizenship Survey 2001 to 2010/11 and 
Community Life 2013  

Young people’s attitudes to religion   

There is strong evidence for a generational effect in declining religious identification among 
the UK’s population. Each successive generation has less attachment to religion but the 
differences between generations are decreasing. Whereas 72% of those born before 1945 
would regard themselves as belonging to a religion, the figure is 51% for Baby Boomers, 
40% for Generation X and 38% for Generation Y30. 27% of the Pre-War generation regard 
religion as very important in their lives, twice as many as for all younger generations31. It 
appears that this trend has been driven by a reduction in affiliation with the Church of 
England, which has halved, whilst affiliation with other Christian denominations has stayed 
constant and the numbers of people affiliating with non-Christian religions has increased32.  
 
This slow down in the trend towards secularisation may be explained by younger 
generations being more ethnically diverse than older generations as the immigrant minority 
ethnic population in the UK are more religious on average than the White British population, 
with Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, and Black Africans significantly more likely to assert the 
importance of their religion to their identity. However, it may be that these groups are 
showing similar patterns of intergenerational decline between generations33, with the ‘second 
generation’ (born in the UK to immigrant parents) being generally less religious than their 
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parents – although Islam shows a higher level of intergenerational transmission compared to 
other religions34.  

Aspirations  
This section looks at young people’s goals in life, how optimistic they are about the future, 
and their aspirations and expectations about education and employment.  Finally, it looks at 
evolving attitudes to entrepreneurialism amongst young people.   

What is important in life for young people?   

When we ask people of different ages what things are most important to them, the answers 
are similar, which conforms to Inglehart’s hypothesis that the slowdown of generational shifts 
in values have meant that the difference between attitudes of people in different generations 
has reduced35. The key differences between young people aged under 25 and older groups 
identified in the chart below are: young people are more likely to view money and a fulfilling 
job as more important and having children, health and good partnerships as less important. 
It may be that these are explained by generational shifts towards values emphasising 
personal autonomy and self-expression as outlined above.  Indeed, we do see fairly clear 
patterns for the importance of money and a fulfilling job, which become less important with 
age. It could also be that some of these differences are explained by ‘life course’ effects. For 
instance, 16-24 year olds are less likely to have children or long term partners so they are 
less likely to value these things.  They may also be less likely to view health as important 
because they are less likely to have health problems than older people. The BHPS data on 
this question only runs from 1998-2008 and there are only three data points so we are 
unable to ascertain whether these differences are generational effects36.   
 
Figure 7: Comparison of the Importance of various issues to 16-24's vs. all other age 
groups 
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Source: Cabinet Office Internal Analysis of British Household Panel Study 2008 

When we look at the attributes that young people consider important for their future 
occupations, we find that overall the things that they view as most important are the job 
being interesting and job security, which the majority view as very important.  Getting a high 
income, helping others and contributing to society are very important to only a minority of 
young people. The importance given to job security indicates that claims that young people 
are more comfortable with flexible working arrangements may be over-stated.  Evidence 
from the European Values Survey suggests that there has been no significant change in 
attaching importance to job security since the mid 1980s37. 

 
Figure 8: Attributes considered very important to future occupations by young people 
aged 16-19 
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Source: Cabinet Office Internal Analysis of Understanding Society (Wave 2: 2009 to 2011)  
 
What is important for a job varies between different groups of young people.  BME young 
people were more likely than white young people to regard all of the attributes as very 
important, apart from having an interesting job, which was equally important for both groups.  
However, the ordering of attributes was similar for BME and white young people.  Women 
were more likely to view time for family, job security, interesting job, contributing to society 
and helping others as very important.  They were less likely to view high income and leisure 
time as important. Young people whose fathers worked in routine and manual jobs are more 
likely to view high income, lots of leisure time and job security as very important and less 
likely to view an interesting job as very important compared to those with fathers from 
‘managerial and professional’ occupational backgrounds.   
 
Therefore, it appears likely that claims that young people want to ‘do well and do good’ and 
to have interesting work apply more to young women and those from more advantaged 
backgrounds.  For other groups income and leisure time are relatively more important.  That 
young people from more disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to attach value to 
income fits with Inglehart’s hypothesis that economic insecurity and low status during 
formative years is associated with materialism.  This finding was supported by Cabinet Office 
focus groups, which found that young people from more advantaged backgrounds set out a 
very wide range of criteria for what they wanted from their future job, such as ‘enjoyability’, 
helping others and a personal sense of achievement. Less advantaged young people 
focused more on high income as the most important thing from their future job38. 
 
According to the Natcen report into the August 2011 riots, many young people who were 
involved identified poverty and materialism as key drivers of their participation in the riots. 
Young people talked about the difficulty of managing on the money they received when out 
of work or in training. Some young people felt that their prospects were limited and so they 
had little to lose by their involvement in the riots39. At the same time, a materialistic culture 
was cited as having contributed to looting by both young people and community 
stakeholders. Participants from the unaffected area in Sheffield suggested that the starker 
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contrast between rich and poor in London might mean that the disparity between young 
people’s material desires and what they could afford might be more pronounced40. 

High levels of optimism  

Young people in the UK are more likely to report being optimistic than older people. 85% of 
those aged 16-19 and 80% of those aged 20-24 report medium to high levels of optimism 
about the next 12 months, this declines with age to less than 60% for 50-54 year olds41. 
Those aged 18 to 24 are the only age group in society who think that, compared to today, 
they are more likely to be better off in 2015 than they are to be worse off. This is likely to be, 
in part, explained by lifecycle effects, as young people may be expecting to move from 
education into employment42. Nevertheless, they are also more likely than older people to 
think that living standards generally will take some years before they return to the levels they 
were before the economic downturn.  In 2013, 50% of 18-24 year olds thought that it would 
take more than five years for living standards, employment and growth to recover to pre-
crisis levels compared to 44% of people of all ages43.  
 
Today’s young people are the only current generation where the majority do not believe that 
their generation will have had a better life than their parent’s generation44,45. A large majority 
of young people think it’ll be harder for them to get a good job than it was for their parents’ 
generation (77%) and also that it will be harder to buy a home (83%).  However, young 
people feel they have got it better than their parents did when it comes to going to university, 
travelling abroad and living longer and, while they concede that it will be harder for them 
than their parents to enjoy a reasonably standard of living, they are less pessimistic about 
this issue than the public as a whole46.   

Given that young people are in some ways very pessimistic about the challenges their 
generation faces, for instance in finding a good job and owning their own home, this 
optimism about their own futures may suggest self-confidence that they themselves have 
what it takes to overcome these challenges. Amongst people aged under 30 in the USA who 
say they don’t earn enough money, 88% think they will be able to earn enough in the future 
to live the life they want47.  In focus groups, there was a very clear message from young 
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people from a range of backgrounds that they felt that they would be the main determining 
factor about whether they reached their goals. One participant said, ‘Nothing stops you but 
yourself. What mindset you’re in’, another said, ‘Only, [you] yourself can stop you getting 
what you want.’48 

Young people in different groups are not equally likely to be optimistic. Those with lower 
education levels, those who are not in education or working and ethnic minorities are less 
likely to be optimistic about their future. However, even these groups are slightly more likely 
to be optimistic than pessimistic about their future.49 It is likely that levels of optimism 
between different groups of young people can be explained by their different transitions to 
full adulthood. We would expect that young people in full time education would find that this 
time would be characterised by high levels of optimism, those young people who are 
experiencing negative labour market outcomes would be less likely to experience this.   

OECD research into the views of young people showed that, internationally, young people 
are consistently more optimistic about their own futures than the future of society as a whole. 
Young people in Great Britain (GBR) are fairly pessimistic about society’s future compared 
with the other countries but about average in agreeing that their own future is promising.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Young people’s views of the future: percentage agreeing with each 
statement 
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Source: OECD ‘Young People’s Views of the Future, 201350 

High aspirations and expectations for the future  

This section looks at aspirations for the future in terms of educational and labour market 
outcomes.  It challenges the notion of a culture of low aspirations but does nonetheless finds 
differences between groups of young people.   

On average, more than 70% of young people aged 16-19 think that they are likely to be 
successful. However, this varies considerably with different characteristics of young people. 
BME young people have higher expectations of self-defined success than white young 
people. Those from more advantaged socio-economic backgrounds are more likely to think 
they will be successful and young people not in full time education or employment are less 
likely to think that they will be successful. Very small proportions of all groups think that they 
are unlikely to be successful.  Similar patterns are observed for the likelihood of more 
specific outcomes, such as likelihood of gaining a place in university or training, likelihood of 
successfully finishing studies and likelihood of finding a suitable job.  Very small proportions 
of young people think that it is likely that they will become long term unemployed and even 
amongst those currently not in full time education or employment more than 70% expect to 
find a suitable job51.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 10: Young people aged 16-19's views on their likelihood of being successful 
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Source: Cabinet Office Internal Analysis of Understanding Society (Wave 2: 2009 to 2011)  

A 2011 Joseph Rowntree Foundation report found that disadvantaged young people had 
high aspirations; they wanted to go to university and attain professional and managerial jobs 
in greater numbers than the labour market could fulfil. There was little evidence of fatalism 
about labour market outcomes or of a belief that not working was acceptable. Therefore, 
they rejected the conclusion that low aspirations were the main problem for disadvantaged 
young people. Rather, among young people and their families with high aspirations, 
knowledge of the pathways through education and employment to realise these ambitions 
was limited. Young people’s aspirations are influenced by multiple mutually reinforcing 
factors, such as the attitudes of their parents, peers, schools and their local community52. 
Certainly, focus group findings indicate that the information sources that young people had 
primarily drawn on parents and other role models.  These were heavily dependent on their 
social networks and on the presence of trusted and informed teachers.  Those who were 
unable to draw on these sources broadly felt they had not received helpful careers advice53.   

Other research has shown that only around a quarter of young people from the most 
disadvantaged socio-economic group (who expected to attend higher education at the age 
of 14) actually ended up attending by the time they were 18/19, compared to a majority in 
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more advantaged groups54.  In relation to role models, 41% of young people from poor 
families did not have anyone in their family whose career they could look up to, compared to 
16% of those from affluent backgrounds55. More than one in four young people growing up in 
poverty believe that “few” or “none” of their career goals are achievable, compared to just 
7% of those from wealthy families. This indicates that the challenge is not a lack of stretching 
goals. 

 
Whilst aspirations are high on average even amongst disadvantaged young people, there 
are still differences between socio-economic groups.  According to research by the Prince’s 
Trust, one in four young people aged 16-24 from poor homes (26%) felt that “people like 
them don’t succeed in life”.  Almost a quarter from deprived homes (24%) believed they will 
“end up on benefits for at least part of their life” and more than one in five feel they’ll end up 
in a “dead-end job”56.  At age 13 in England, 90% of pupils whose parents are in “Higher 
Managerial and Professional Occupations” plan to stay on in full-time education after age 16 
compared with only 67% of pupils whose parents are in the “Routine Occupations” 
category57. Research into the determinants of differences in educational attainment between 
different socio-economic groups finds that a significant proportion of the difference in 
attainment appears to be explained by differences in parental and individual attitudes to 
education. However, it is unclear how much of this relationship is causal5859. 

 
Pupils from ethnic minority backgrounds are more likely than White pupils to say they would 
ever apply to university to do a degree. Over 90% of Indian and Black African pupils at age 
13 said it is likely or very likely they will apply to university. Ethnic minority pupils are also 
more confident than White pupils that they will get a university place if they apply60.   
 
There are also substantial differences in the aspirations of young people by socio-economic 
grouping. More than 80% of those whose households are classified by higher managerial 
and professional occupations said that it is likely that they will go to university, and the 
majority of these said it is ‘very likely’. At the other extreme, just under half of those from 
routine backgrounds said it is likely that they will apply.61  
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Ipsos MORI’s Youth in Transition 2011 survey, a week before the riots, interviewed 120 
young people in London and the South East about their aspirations62. The survey identified 
four groups: 
 
Realists: ‘What’s the point of joining in? – rooted in their real life experiences of work and 
hanging out with friends. These include some of the angriest and most disconnected from 
society, many aged 16 – 18, from less advantaged backgrounds with little disposable 
income. They tend not to see themselves as part of a wider adult world, and feel society is 
against them, saying the police bother them without cause. Although they often live in very 
urban areas, their sphere of travel and influence is limited. They worry that they might fail at 
school and fail to find a job, but are worried about the costs of continuing education. Realists 
appreciate face-to-face, real-time support delivered at a very local level. 
 
Apprentices: Will my hard work pay off eventually? – having just left education, they are 
trying to get a job or in their first job. Aged 21 – 24, they are grateful to have work at all. They 
are ambitious and money-orientated, but they are disheartened by what they see as a long 
slog and feel they could easily get stuck in dead-end occupations. They want to be 
reassured that their work is worthwhile and will lead to something good in the end. 
 
Aspirers: So many ambitions, but what do I do next? – aged 16 – 18, in full-time study and 
with a reasonable amount of disposable income. They have a wider and more cosmopolitan 
outlook, take inspiration from traditional and social media and are constantly online. The 
internet shapes their view about society. They are engaged consumers, but feel pressure to 
spend money on luxury brands and media, and are influenced by celebrity culture, giving 
them very optimistic goals and high pressure to achieve. They are more confident of 
success, and would like more information about the opportunities open to them. 
 
Professionals: How do I network and develop my own professional identity? – aged 22 – 24, 
they are more highly educated and more entrepreneurial. They have a well-developed online 
identity and are clear about the skills they need: formal education, work experience, online 
presence, and networking. They are struggling to get the right contacts and experience to 
grow their careers.  
 
These groupings illustrate how, among today’s young people, there are multiple 
perspectives and experiences, with different needs and attitudes, who will need to be treated 
and communicated with in different ways.  This view was supported by the findings of 
Cabinet Office focus groups. Whilst, in general, career aspirations identified by young people 
aged 15-20 were high but realistic based on their current circumstances, career aspirations 
and views on what services and support would be most helpful varied considerably, 
particularly between those who intended to go to universities and those who did not63.   

Attitudes to entrepreneurialism  

Young people today may be responding to the economic downturn with greater 
entrepreneurialism, enabled by new technologies which reduce start-up costs and facilitate 
communication and collaboration, and attracted by the idea of merging their work and home 
lives for greater convenience, control, and flexibility, as well as taking advantage of a 
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commercial opportunity64. There has been a rapid increase in the numbers of people in the 
early stages of setting up businesses in the UK since the onset of the recession65. The 
desire to start your own business has risen considerably amongst all age groups over the 
last decade but especially for those aged under 3066.  According to the RBS Youth 
Enterprise Tracker, 55% of 18-30 year olds aim to start a business, compared to 35% of the 
total adult population. 14% of this age group said they are actually in the process of starting 
a business67. 
 
Around one in eight young people aged 16-19 think that they are likely to become self-
employed.  Men, young people from an ethnic minority background and those from more 
advantaged socio-economic backgrounds are more likely to think that they will become self 
employed68.  Another study found that Young Black people were more positive about self-
employment and displayed greater enterprise potential than either White or Asian pupils and 
a family background of self-employment had a positive influence on pupils' intentions to 
become self-employed69. 
 
It is not possible at this stage to state whether this is the beginning of a sustainable shift 
towards more entrepreneurial attitudes among young people, or whether this is a short-term 
response to the economic climate and less stable opportunities for employment.  

Attitudes to society and government  
This section sets out how young people’s attitudes to society and government have evolved 
over time.  It focuses on the following areas: attitudes to other generations, social trust and 
perceptions of discrimination towards young people, young people’s community 
engagement, mainstream political engagement and views on the role of the government in 
society, including the welfare state.  Finally it looks at attitudes to the EU, immigration and to 
privacy.   

Intergenerational attitudes 

Given increased intergenerational disparity in terms of income and wealth, we might expect 
that relationships between generations would be coming under strain due to perceptions of 
unfairness by younger generations. However, there does appear to be high levels of 
intergenerational solidarity. There appears to be a strong consensus between generations 
that today’s young people may be more affected by current economic circumstances but 
also a widespread concern about the quality of life of older people70.  Generation Y attach a 
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higher priority to spending more on pensions than they do to unemployment benefits71.  
Young people aged 18-24 are more likely to believe that Baby Boomers earned their good 
fortune than that Baby Boomers ‘rigged the system’ in their favour72.   
 
It is likely that these shared opinions are in part explained by empathy with those in other 
generations.  Indeed, those older people with closer relationships with younger people are 
more likely to have a positive view towards the younger generation and vice versa73.  Also, it 
appears likely that that young people have not formulated a position in which they see 
themselves, firstly, as a collective and, secondly, as a group that is being treated unfairly.  
This may be in part due to the influence of older generations and partly due to an emphasis 
amongst younger people on personal autonomy over group values.   
 
However, it may be that though these views are not widespread yet, pressures in the future 
could polarise the debate on intergenerational fairness.  For example, Generation Y (born 
after 1979) are slightly more likely to see it as an individual and their family’s responsibility 
(30%) and less likely to think that mainly the government should pay (66%) for residential 
care for the elderly compared to older generations74.  Also, over 60% of young people are in 
favour of means testing pensioners’ benefits75. People not in work and from lower socio-
economic classes were more likely to say that government spending reductions as a result 
of Spending Review 2010 would disproportionately impact on their generation76.  This may 
indicate that the potential for intergenerational discord may be larger amongst 
disadvantaged groups.   

People aged over 70 are viewed by all generations (including young people) as more 
friendly, more competent and, most of all, as having higher moral standards than those in 
their 20s. These views varied little with age, gender and socio-economic group. This 
indicates that these perceptions are held consistently across society.  People in their 20s 
and those in their 70s are on average regarded as making a ‘neutral’ economic contribution 
to society, ‘neither taking more out than they put in’ or ‘taking more out than they put in’. 
There is a slight tendency for older age groups to rate those in their 20s as making a lower 
economic contribution than younger age groups. Only people aged under 25 think that 
people in their 20s contribute more economically than those in their 70s. Those in their 20s 
are regarded as having lower status (an indirect measure of prejudice) by all generations 
and a higher proportion of people of all ages stated directly that they have positive 
perceptions of those aged over 70 than towards those in their 20s. Older people are more 
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likely than the population as a whole to say that they have negative perceptions of younger 
people77.  We would expect that this is, to a large extent, an age/life course effect rather than 
a generational shift in attitudes but the lack of time series data means that we can’t verify 
this. 

Similarly, the majority of people believe that young people don’t have enough respect for 
‘British values’, including younger generations; 65% of those born in the 1980s agree with 
this statement. Differences between generations have declined over time; for example 
people born in the 1980s are more likely to think that young people don’t have respect for 
traditional British values compared to those born in the 1960s and 1970s when they were of 
a similar age, see graph below78. This seems to suggest that whilst older generations have 
always seen a decline in respect for traditional British values amongst younger generations, 
it is now the case that younger people agree with them.  
 
Figure 11: Percentage that agree “Young people today don’t have enough respect for 
traditional British values”, by generation cohort, 1987–2012 

 
In 2005, people under the age of 30 were more likely than older people to express prejudice 
against older people. 19% said that either they did not mind coming across as prejudiced 
against the over 70s or that they sometimes feel prejudice but try not to let it show, 
compared to 13% of the population as a whole79.  However, this is still a minority view and 
as discussed above young people generally have positive views about people aged over 70.   
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In conclusion, it appears that there is little evidence to support the view that there is strong 
intergenerational conflict in the UK today.   

Social trust  

Younger people appear to have lower levels of social trust in other people than older age 
groups and are more likely to think that people mostly look after themselves rather than 
helping others. The short time series of available data means that we cannot be certain but it 
appears likely that this is a generational effect that sets Generation Y apart from previous 
cohorts. 
 
Evidence from the Community Life/Citizenship Survey indicates that younger generations 
have lower levels of social trust, with only one third of those born after 1990 thinking that 
many people in their neighbourhood can be trusted, compared to two thirds of the ‘Pre-War’ 
generation. This corresponds with the low levels of social trust amongst young people 
identified in the European Social Survey (see Wellbeing section below) and lower trust that 
the man/woman in the street would tell the truth amongst Generation Y found by Ipsos 
MORI80. However, for all generations, levels of trust appear to have increased over the last 
twelve years.   
 
Figure 12: Percentage thinking that many people in their neighbourhood can be 
trusted by generation 

 
Focus groups with young people in their late teens found that their perceptions of community 
were perhaps surprisingly contained. They included those people that they went to school or 
college with, and in some cases they included neighbours and people that they knew from 
groups outside school, such as churches or sports clubs. Aside from that, many young 
people did not view themselves as being part of a community and did not think that their 
areas had a strong sense of community.  The majority of young people in the focus groups 
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felt that whilst they could trust people that they knew well or had grown up with, they could 
not trust people who they did not know. Some felt that they had been brought up not to trust 
people they didn’t know and not to ‘talk to strangers’. However, there was significant 
variation and some young people did feel that people could be trusted. This view was more 
often held by those who were involved in community or social groups outside school81.   

Levels of trust in a range of institutions do not exhibit the same pattern of generational shift.  
There is no evidence of lower trust in ‘authority’ figures and institutions such as the police, 
doctors, teachers, judges, clergymen, politicians, business leaders, and journalists amongst 
young people compared to older people. Indeed, levels of trust in civil servants are higher 
amongst Generation Y than older generations82. Also, according to the Community Life 
survey, young people born after 1990 have higher levels of trust in parliament than older 
generations83.  However, the main pattern for trust in institutions is one of remarkable 
continuity rather than change. More than three-quarters of Generation Y agree that more 
respect for authority would be a good thing, a similar proportion to Generation X and Baby-
boomers84.   

Perceptions of prejudice and discrimination towards young people  

Large numbers of young people feel that they are being treated unfairly. We do not have the 
data available to tell us whether this is a new phenomenon that is specific to the current 
generation of young people.  Therefore, we cannot disentangle whether this is an age/ life 
cycle effect or a generational shift.   
 
According to the European Social Survey 2008-9, young people are far more likely to feel 
that they have experienced age based prejudice than older people.  The UK has some of the 
lowest levels of prejudice against older people in Europe with less than 20% of people aged 
over 70 reporting prejudice.  However, more than 60% of under 25s say that they have 
experienced age based prejudice, some of the highest rates in Europe85.  Younger people 
are more likely to report experiencing more prejudice of all types, including prejudice based 
on gender, sexuality, religion, ethnicity as well as age, than older people do. There may be 
many reasons for this, including the possibility that older people are less likely to find 
themselves in situations in which they may be a target of prejudice whilst younger people are 
more likely to occupy a role or status (e.g. as a junior member of an organisation) in which 
they may be a target of prejudice86. 
 
The majority (58%) of young people aged 17 in England in 2008 thought that young people 
are often stopped by the police for no good reason. There is wide variation in responses to 
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this question by ethnicity. Notably, over 80% of Black Caribbean young people agreed or 
strongly agreed with this statement, which was far more than for any other ethnic group87.   

The portrayal of young people in the media can be important in helping to form social 
attitudes towards young people, and contribute to the social attitudes of young people 
themselves88. Young people may have a stronger sense of age identity than older groups, 
and be more sensitive to whether and how they are represented, for example, on 
television89, while concerns over personal appearance and body image are important 
aspects of many young peoples’ lives, and, arguably, especially for young women90.  

The media can create a polarised view of young people, often portraying young people as 
‘deviant’ or troubling, and representing gender stereotypes91 and sexual behaviours which 
do not necessarily represent reality92. Negative portrayals of young people include 
overemphasising extremes, such as involvement in antisocial, criminal or risky behaviour 
(such as drug or alcohol abuse, violence, or gangs) and promiscuity93. Young people are 
themselves concerned about the portrayal of their age group, with 43% of 16-24 year olds 
stating they are dissatisfied with how people in their age group are portrayed on television, 
which they felt failed to reflect the reality of their lives89. Around three-quarters (78%) of 16 
and 17 year olds agree that newspapers usually make young people out to be worse than 
they really are94.   

Many of these views were strongly reinforced by discussions in focus groups of young 
people.  Many participants felt strongly that young people were unfairly stereotyped by older 
people and provided a number of specific examples of times they felt that they had been 
treated unfairly, such as being stopped by the police when they were doing nothing wrong. 
Many felt that young people were assumed to be involved with drugs, alcohol and crime, and 
it was assumed that they would not be interested in their community95.   

It also appears that a significant minority of young people do not think that Britain is a free 
and fair country.  Only 60% of 17 year olds in England in 2008 felt that ‘Britain is a free 
country where everyone's rights are respected no matter what their background’ and only 
55% agreed that ‘Britain today is a place where people are usually treated fairly no matter 
what background they come from’. Young people of Asian origin were much more likely to 
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think that Britain is a fair society, with over 70% agreeing or strongly agreeing compared with 
53% of White and 47% of Black Caribbean young people96.   

Perceptions of fairness may offer an explanation of other attitudes. Those young people who 
think that people like themselves are treated ‘very unfairly’ by the government are more than 
twice as likely to say they are certain they will not vote in the next general election compared 
to people who think that the government treats them ‘quite fairly’ or ‘very fairly’.97   

Young People’s sense of belonging to their community and community engagement  

There is little evidence that young people are more marginalised from their communities than 
older groups. In England and Wales, the majority of young people feel that they belong to 
Britain (87%) and to their neighbourhood (77%); these figures have risen significantly over 
the last 10 years and are now around average for all age groups.  The proportion of 16-24 
year olds in England and Wales that have formally volunteered in the last 12 months has 
remained stable over the last ten years at around 40%, similar to the average for the 
population98. However, this is likely to vary between different groups of young people. In 
England in 2010, 31% of young people aged 19 had provided unpaid help in the past 12 
months.  Females were slightly more likely to have done so than males (33% compared with 
29%). Young people whose parents had a degree were more likely to have provided unpaid 
help at age 19 than those whose parents had achieved below A Level (37% compared with 
29%). There was little difference by ethnic group99. 

There is little evidence to suggest that increased ethnic diversity amongst younger 
generations is linked to weaker identification with Britain. More diverse communities in 
England and Wales show higher proportions identifying as British only, rather than English or 
Welsh100. UK-born people in England and Wales from ethnic minority groups have high 
levels of belonging to their local area and to Britain.  However, White British people are 
significantly less likely to feel strong belonging to Britain or their local area in more ethnically 
diverse areas101.  In England, the groups of 17 year olds that were most likely to report being 
British as important to them were Pakistani and Indian young people followed by White 
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young people.  Mixed Race, Black African and especially Black Caribbean young people 
were the least likely to report that being British as important to them102. 

Whilst a large majority of young people in England and Wales feel that they belong to Britain, 
this relationship does not hold in Scotland. Young people in Scotland born after 1980 are 
more likely than older generations to support Scottish independence and to identify as 
Scottish only.  There is some evidence to cautiously indicate that this might be a 
generational shift, rather than an age effect103.  

Figure 13: Percentage of people who feel they "very" or "fairly" strongly belong to 
Britain; by age 

 

 

 

Figure 14: Percentage of people who participated in formal volunteering, over the last 
12 months, by age  
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However, there are some measures that show young people to be less engaged with their 
communities. Civic engagement (in democratic processes, consultations and decision 
making about local services) amongst young people has been consistently lower than for the 
population as a whole.  Younger people are also less likely to speak to their neighbours 
regularly or agree that people pull together to improve their neighbourhood104. A minority of 
young people think that they can influence decisions affecting their local area (42%) and 
Britain (24%), but these figures are slightly above average for the population as a whole. It 
may be that these views are related to lower levels of social trust.  We are unable to 
ascertain whether these are generational effects or age effects as the ten years of data 
available do not allow us to differentiate between these two effects.   
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15: Percentage of people who participated in civic activities over the preceding 
12 months, by age 
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Figure 16: Percentage of people who agree that people pull together to improve their 
neighbourhood, by age 

 
 
The majority of young people report giving to charity but charitable giving in the past 4 weeks 
by 16-25 year olds has declined from three-quarters in 2005 to two-thirds in 2012-13.  
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However, it has recovered from 61% in 2009-10 and 2010-11 at the height of the economic 
downturn105.  Lower real terms income, and perceived job security, might be factors in this 
recent decline among young people106. 

The decline in charitable giving amongst young people is part of a long term trend since the 
late 1970s.  Being older still has an impact when other factors, such as employment, 
household budgets and education are taken into account and this age impact has increased 
over time. This implies that the difference in charitable giving in young people and older 
people is not driven by income and wealth differences, and the increasing age effect implies 
that the differential between giving by young and old has increased over time.  This suggests 
that there may have been a generational shift in charitable giving.  As a result, charities have 
become increasingly dependent on the older generation for their funds. Those aged over 65 
contributed 24% to total donations between 1978 and 1982 compared to 34.5% in between 
2003 and 2008107.  
 
Having a stake in the local area and attachment to a community were key factors in young 
people not getting involved in the 2011 riots. Young people who were involved in voluntary 
and community work alongside older people were clear that this meant they had not wanted 
‘to trash their own backyard’. Other young people and community stakeholders identified a 
feeling that they were written off in their communities and ‘a lost cause’.  In contrast, young 
people also talked about the importance of belonging to a community (or a group or family 
within it) that opposed criminal behaviour. In particular, religion was mentioned as protecting 
them from getting involved108. 

Attitudes to mainstream political engagement  

Whilst there is no clear trend in community engagement amongst young people, there is 
strong evidence of a generational shift in engagement with mainstream politics.   

Since 1983, there has been a slow decline in the numbers of people who think of themselves 
as supporting a political party from more than half to 37%.  This is almost entirely driven by 
younger generations being less likely to identify with any one political party.  In 2010, less 
than a quarter of Generation Y (born 1980-2000) thought of themselves as supporters of one 
political party compared to 29% of Generation X (born 1966-1979), 38% of Baby Boomers 
(born 1945-65) and more than half of those born before 1945109.   

 

Figure 17: Percentage that think of themselves as a supporter of any one political 
party by generation 
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Declining voting rates suggest that young people are feeling increasingly disconnected from 
mainstream party politics110. While 44% of 18-24-year-olds voted in the 2010 UK general 
elections, showing a slight improvement to the 37% voting rate of the 2005 elections, this 
number is still lower than the national average. It is also a significant decline from 1964 when 
89% of 18-24 year olds voted111. Young people who are not in education or training or have 
lower education levels are more likely to say that they would not vote112. This gap between 
political engagement of young people compared to the national average is a common trend 
across Europe.  According to Ipsos MORI analysis of the European Social Survey 2002-
2010, Generation Y (born after 1979) are significantly less likely to identify with a political 
party than older generations.  However, in the UK the gap between the engagement of 
young people and the national average is far larger than it is elsewhere in Europe113.  There 
is evidence that voting is ‘habituated’ in early adulthood, which suggests that low voting rates 
amongst young people could mean that they are less likely to vote throughout their adult 
lives114.  This suggests that disengagement of young people in the UK is relatively higher 
than elsewhere and this could have long-lasting effects.     

Recent research by Hansard identifies significant declines between 2012 and 2013 across a 
range of measures political engagement of young people.  The number of young people (18-
24 year olds) certain to vote has declined 10 percentage points in a year (22% to 12%). Only 
30% said they would be willing to undertake some form of political action even if they felt 
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strongly about an issue. Levels of interest in politics among this age group have declined to 
24%, a decline of 12 percentage points in a year, and a decline from 42% just two years 
ago. Only 23% of 18-24 year olds claim to be knowledgeable about politics, down 11 
percentage points in a year. There has also been an 11 percentage point drop (to 20%) in 
the number who claim to be knowledgeable about Parliament. The interest of 18-24 year 
olds in current affairs (62%) is also considerably below average. Only 9% of this age group 
can correctly name their MP, compared to the national average of 22% and the 34% of those 
aged over 55 who can do so115.  
 
However, it should be noted that it has always been a minority of young people that are 
interested in politics. The proportion of the adult population that says politics is very 
important in their life and the proportion that frequently talk about politics with their friends 
has tended to be under 15% for the last 20 years116. According to NatCen analysis of the 
British Social Attitudes Survey, 23% of those born in the 1980s expressed interest in politics 
in 2012, which was similar to the proportion of young people who expressed an interest in 
1986, 1994 or 2003.  However, the gap between young people and older people being 
interested in politics has increased over time117. This supports the claim that young people 
are no less interested in political issues than previous generations but that they are less 
interested in voting and mainstream politics. 
 
We should not assume that this downturn in voting rates is certain to continue, partly 
because it may not appear to be driven by indifference. In focus groups, young people 
identify lack of trust in politicians and feeling that they are not being listened to as key 
reasons for not engaging in mainstream politics118,119, however, it is possible that these 
views are also held by older people. Also, other countries have seen the decline in young 
people voting reverse when young people have been effectively engaged.  For example, 
after years of declining engagement, voting rates for 18-21 year olds in the USA jumped by 
over 10 percentage points between 2000 and 2008120.  It might be that we are seeing an 
example of this effect occurring in Scotland amongst young people who are being engaged 
in debates about the independence referendum.  More than two thirds of 14-17 year olds say 
that they are likely to vote and the majority have spoken to parents, friends and people in 
their class about the referendum.  Interestingly, nearly 60% of the sample say that they are 
interested in politics generally but, when asked which political party they feel closest to, a 
similar proportion say “none”. So it might be that the political interest of young people is not 
being captured by party affiliation121.   
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It has been argued that declining voting rates do not imply indifference to politics, but rather 
that the political engagement of young people has moved into other arenas, such as 
volunteering, communal projects, and especially digital media, which tend to offer wider and 
more creative possibilities for the expression of political views and affiliations122. Indeed, 
research into the attitudes of young people in London found that they were interested in local 
community issues, such as litter and recycling, but also in global and transnational issues 
such as global warming and the Iraq war.  Specifically, Congolese participants were 
engaged with issues about ongoing violence in the Congo. This may indicate that as young 
people become a more diverse group, they will be more interested in global issues related to 
the regions with high levels of migration to the UK. There was less engagement with politics 
at the national level of engagement123. Political engagement and civic participation online are 
increasing but are still at low levels124 and there is little evidence of an increase in other 
forms of social participation amongst young people125,126.  Young people in London are more 
likely to be involved in volunteering than social or political engagement on the internet127.. 
This indicates that claims that young people have shifted their focus from local communities 
to ‘virtual communities’ on the internet may, as yet, be over-stated but this could change in 
the future.   

The Citizenship Education Longitudinal Study cohort, who were followed from 2001 to 2010 
when they turned 18, tended to associate ‘good’ citizenship with being law-abiding, with 
rights and responsibilities, issues of identity and equality and with taking an interest in or 
taking part in their communities.  They associated it much less with political literacy and 
active participation in formal political processes.  However, when asked why they take part, 
the cohort tended to be motivated by the prospect of personal benefits than by a sense of 
duty128.. 

The NatCen research into the August 2011 riots reported that young people involved in the 
riots identified negative attitudes towards those with power and authority as a motivation for 
participating in the riots. Some expressed anger and resentment about authority figures, 
particularly politicians. Engagement in formal politics was seen as irrelevant to many young 
people involved. However, there was awareness of political issues among young people who 
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participated in the riots and particular anger about the MP’s expenses and the perceived 
greed of bankers129.  

Attitudes to government and its role in society  

Young people’s disengagement with mainstream politics does not necessarily imply a lack of 
belief in the efficacy of government or support for democratic principles.  According to the 
European Values Survey, younger people have higher levels of trust in government than in 
political parties, and higher levels of trust in government than older generations.  Generation 
Y (born after the late 1970s) have a similar overall appraisal of the political system to older 
generations and the attitudes of all generations have become significantly more negative 
between 1999 and 2009. In the most recent data more than 50% of people from all 
generations have an overall negative view of the political system130.   
 
Figure 18: Percentage of cohort reporting 'a great deal' or 'quite a lot' of confidence in 
(a) the Government; (b) political parties, 2009 

 
Source: University of Manchester analysis of the European Values Survey, 2009 
 
It appears that there might be strong support amongst young people for the basic principles 
of a democratic society: that people should be able to express their opinions freely, that 
political rights should be respected and that there should be free elections.  Findings from 
the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study, a survey of Year 9 pupils, show that: 
97% agreed that ‘people should be able to express opinions freely’ (60% strongly agree), 
94% agreed that ‘political rights should be respected’ (47% strongly agree), 94% agreed that 
‘Leaders should be freely elected’ (51% strongly agree)131. However, it may be that this is 
explained by the way the questions are framed. If adherence to these values were framed in 
terms of concrete examples, then support may be weaker. The 2007/08 Citizenship Survey 
found that freedom of speech or expression was more commonly cited by younger people 
than older people as an important value for living in Britain. For example, 43 % of 16 to 24 
year olds mentioned this, whilst 31 % of people aged 75 or over did so.  Like other age 
groups, young people put high value on respect for the law, tolerance and politeness 
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towards others132. This overall support for democratic values suggests there may be 
potential for them to be involved in other forms of social organisation.   
 
However, whilst overall support for democracy is still high there are some signs of declining 
support.  Though three quarters of Generation Y (born after 1979) think it is good to have a 
democratic system, a quarter think that it is bad.  This is a far higher proportion than for other 
generations.  Whereas other generations’ attitudes to democracy stayed broadly the same 
between 1999 and 2009, the proportion of Generation Y with a negative view about 
democracy more than doubled.  Half of Generation Y believes that democracy is bad for the 
economy and two thirds believe that democracies are indecisive. Conversely, a higher 
proportion of Generation X and Generation Y than older generations favour experts making 
official decisions and a higher proportion of Generation Y have confidence in the Civil 
Service. There does not appear to be broad-based support for the view that society must be 
radically changed. Only 15% of Generation Y support this view, whilst this is a higher 
proportion than for older groups, the vast majority of young people are in favour of gradual 
reform133.   
 
A complex picture emerges when we consider young people’s views concerning the role of 
the state. Young people are more in favour of privatisation of utilities and less likely to view 
full employment as the government’s top economic priority than older people. 18-24 year 
olds are less likely to think that the government is responsible for solving social problems 
than older people.  However, they are still more likely to put the responsibility on government 
than on individuals, families and volunteer organisations. In other areas, such as belief that 
uncompetitive firms should be allowed to go bust, support for business regulation and belief 
that company profits are driven by exploitation, there is little difference between young 
people and the rest of the population.  Across a number of these areas, large numbers of 
young people are ambivalent. This may imply that they do not relate to terms of the debate 
or that the issues identified are not salient for them134.   
 
Young people aged 18-24 are less likely to identify tax reductions, such as petrol duty, VAT 
and direct taxes paid by those on low and middle pay, as the measures that would be most 
likely to help them and their family.  Also, they are not significantly more likely than older age 
groups to identify an increase in the minimum wage as helpful.  Rather, they are far more 
likely to identify a reduction in housing costs, a general increase in wages and more jobs and 
hours as the things that would help them the most.  Like other age groups, a majority of 
young people think that government has the power to influence these things directly or has 
quite a lot of influence over them135. 
 
Overall, there does not appear to be a marked difference between young people’s views 
about government’s ability to act as a positive force in society compared to the population as 
a whole.  49% of young people believe that a government with the right policies could bring 
about improved living standards, a similar proportion to people of other ages. There is 
significantly more uncertainty about the power and influence of government amongst young 
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people in a number of areas. Large proportions indicate that they do not know how much 
power and influence government has over a range of outcomes, such as reducing the costs 
of fuel, food and childcare and reducing taxes.  In some areas, such as reducing the cost of 
fuel, food and housing costs, young people are more likely to think that the government 
doesn’t have much, if any, influence and power136.   

Attitudes towards the welfare state 

Since 1987, the numbers of people agreeing with the statement that the government should 
spend more money on welfare benefits for the poor, even if it leads to higher taxes has been 
in decline, see graph below. Since 2007, more people have disagreed with this statement 
than agreed with it137.   
 
Figure 19: Percentage agreeing that "the government should spend more money on 
welfare benefits for the poor, even if it leads to higher taxes" 

 
In part, this has been explained by a ‘period effect’; the attitudes of all generations to 
redistribution through the welfare state have become more negative.  However, younger 
generations seem to have a different view of welfare, even after allowing for the general shift 
in attitudes across society. In 2010,  only 23% of Generation Y (born 1980-2000) and 26% 
Generation X (born 1966-1979) agreed that the government should spend more money on 
welfare benefits for the poor, even if it leads to higher taxes, compared to 31% of Baby 
Boomers (born 1945-65) and 37% of those in the Pre-War Generation (born before 1945)138.   
 
Across the population, the numbers of people that believe that unemployment benefits are 
too low has significantly decreased.  Around half believed this up until the mid-1990s, but 
now just 19% do.  In the late 1980s and early 1990s, there was a very clear generational 
split, with Generation X approaching 70% agreement and the Pre-War generation averaging 
around 40%.  Now there is little difference between generations.  This is interesting given 
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that young people are more likely to be unemployed, particularly during this recession139. 
Young people are also less likely to agree that the welfare state is one of Britain’s greatest 
achievements.  However, a number of young people neither agree nor disagree, which may 
indicate ambivalent attitudes or a lack of understanding towards the welfare state140.  
Indeed, other research suggests that popular perceptions of welfare expenditure often differ 
significantly from the actual figures141, that some young people do not have a clear definition 
of what ‘welfare state’ means and some have a narrower interpretation of it, which includes 
benefits for the unemployed but not state-provided healthcare and education or pensions142.  
 
Part of the reason for more negative views of the welfare state amongst young people is that 
they are more likely than most other generations to think that large numbers of people on 
benefits are committing fraud.  The Pre War Generation and Generation Y are the most 
likely to believe that ‘most people on the dole are fiddling one way or another’; a large 
majority of both groups agree with this statement. Whilst the Pre War Generation is most 
likely to be proud and supportive of the welfare state in principle, Generation Y are the least 
likely generation to view it as fair or effective143.   
 
Further qualitative work by Ipsos MORI and Demos has found that Generation Y felt that the 
welfare system should be built around enabling people to become contributors through the 
right incentive structure. Generation Y is more likely than other cohorts to believe the role of 
the state should be more focused on providing opportunities and less on managing the risks 
individuals face. This suggests that Generation Y is a more individualist generation than the 
others, more concerned with personal independence and opportunity than compulsory 
systems of risk pooling and redistribution144.   
 
However, Generation Y appear to be in favour of supporting those most in need. Generation 
Y are equally as likely as older generations to prioritise welfare spending on the disabled and 
to want more money spent on parents who work on very low incomes. As discussed above, 
they are also more likely to prioritise spending on pensions over spending on unemployment 
benefit145. Similarly, the proportion of people agreeing that the government should be mainly 
responsible for paying for care needs of elderly people in residential homes has remained 
broadly stable over time and shows little significant difference between generations146.  
 
There does appear to be a tension between Generation Y’s opposition to risk pooling and 
redistribution but support for welfare spending on those most in need. It may be that this is 
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because young people are more suspicious of people ‘gaming the system’, but are still 
concerned that support should go to the groups that need it the most147.  There is little 
evidence that younger people are more likely to have harder views about people in need. 
People in Generation Y are no more likely to say that the main reason people are living in 
need is because of laziness and they are more likely than older groups to say that it is 
explained by bad luck148. 

Attitudes to immigration and the EU 

Compared to the views of Britons as a whole, young people see immigration as a much less 
important issue and less of a cause for concern.  However, views of immigration vary 
between different groups of young people. Those who aren’t in education or training are 
more than twice as likely to view immigration as a major issue149. Young people who don’t 
have any friends from minorities are more likely to view immigration and asylum as an issue.  
Young people are less likely to think that the numbers of immigrants coming to Britain should 
be reduced a lot compared to older people150 and would be far less likely to support capping 
immigration than the population as a whole151.  Older people are more likely to be concerned 
about the impact of immigrants abusing the welfare state152 and are more likely to say 
immigration is the main explanation for unemployment, whilst younger generations are more 
likely to blame the recession153.   
 
However, the more relaxed views towards immigration amongst younger generations should 
not be overstated. The majority of people in all generations are in favour of strict limits on 
immigration and say employers should prioritise British people over immigrants when jobs 
are scarce154.  The belief that immigrants are a key cause of unemployment appears to be 
held across all generations, especially in disadvantaged groups155. For instance, 11% of 
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male young people NEET aged 17 in England blamed immigrants taking jobs as the reason 
why they couldn’t find work, this was the third most common explanation156.  We cannot be 
certain that different attitudes to immigration amongst young people are explained by a 
generational effect.  
 
Only a quarter of young people would withdraw from the EU, compared to half of the 
population as a whole157.  Young people are also less likely to support reducing the EU’s 
powers. These views are steady over time, with younger generations consistently less likely 
than older people to be in favour of leaving the EU or staying in and reducing its power the 
EU, potentially indicating a generational shift158.  

Attitudes to privacy 

Young people do not seem to have different attitudes to privacy compared to older 
generations but a shortage of quantitative evidence in the UK means that it is difficult to be 
certain about this. The Foresight Future Identities report suggested that there has been, and 
will continue to be, a blurring between public and private identities, as younger people are 
more willing to share personal information about themselves, post photographs, and engage 
in the creation of social media content159. Some researchers have noted an apparent 
contradiction in attitudes to privacy, noting that people claim to understand potential privacy 
issues but nevertheless continue to upload large amounts of personal information.  
 
However, sharing personal content does not necessarily imply different attitudes to privacy. 
It may be that young people’s use of social media to experiment with identity formation 
requires them to project personal information, albeit selectively, to present a particular 
image. Therefore, young people still think that it is important to have control over what 
information they choose to reveal but they may make different decisions about what to 
reveal and to whom.  For example, one 2010 study of 1000 US adults found that young 
adults (aged 18 to 24 years) shared the concerns of the older generation about online 
privacy and norms, but that they participate in a commercial online reality that is designed to 
optimise their disclosure of personal data and so they are willing to share their information to 
receive, for instance, more personalised services160. This is distinct from concern about 
privacy for things like bank details and passwords, which young people continue to be 
concerned about161.   
 
Part of the reason for young people’s willingness to share information may be that they are 
unaware of how their information may be used. The apparent lack of awareness of potential 
dangers of disclosure has been ascribed to combination of a lax attitude and established 
usage patterns, taking the easier path, and a ‘third person’ effect, whereby users estimate 
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higher risks to others than they attribute to themselves162. Increasing awareness of privacy 
issues may account for the apparent rise in the number of social media users in the US – 
especially women – becoming more active in ‘pruning’ their network, removing unwanted 
content and altering privacy settings163. Most US teens use privacy settings on Facebook 
and are confident that they can manage their privacy settings.164  Other ethnographic 
research has suggested that young people sometimes take a more subversive approach to 
mitigate their privacy concerns, such as using aliases to some degree to make it difficult for 
people to find them in a search165. However, it is likely that some young people, like older 
people, may not be fully aware of the wider consequences of sharing personal information 
and how to control access to their private information.  It should not be assumed that all 
today’s young people will have the digital skills to take informed decisions about privacy. 

Children and Young People’s Wellbeing 
This section explores themes around children and young people’s wellbeing and how they 
have evolved over time.  It first looks at trends in subjective wellbeing before moving on to 
mental health, risk behaviours and the impacts of technological change on wellbeing. Finally, 
it examines the trends in the quality of children and young people’s relationships, particularly 
with their parents – which is a key predictor of wellbeing.   

Subjective wellbeing  

This section explores the subjective and objective wellbeing of children and young people in 
the UK.  It identifies that whilst most children and young people have high levels of 
wellbeing, there are significant inequalities and, on some measures, the UK does not 
compare well to other developed countries.  However, there is some evidence that wellbeing 
of children and young people has improved in the last few years.   
 
In the UK, subjective wellbeing follows a ‘U-shape’ over the life course. It is relatively high in 
the late teens before declining through the early 20s until late middle age.  This relationship 
holds for all domains of subjective wellbeing: life satisfaction, viewing things in life as 
worthwhile, happiness and self-declared anxiety166. This result is consistent across 40 years 
of data collection and holds after other variables have been taken into account; it has been 
argued that these relationships indicate a pure ‘age effect’, which may be explained by a 
movement from high levels of optimism, through dissatisfaction in middle age, followed by 
acceptance167. However, we do not have sufficient evidence to say with certainty whether 
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the observed relationships between wellbeing and age constitute a life course or a 
generational effect168. 
 
Wellbeing follows a similar relationship with age in other high income, English-speaking 
countries.  However, in other regions, such as Africa, Southern, Central and Eastern Europe, 
wellbeing simply declines with age169. This indicates that the relationship between wellbeing 
and age is not fixed but varies within different contexts, so we should not assume that this 
relationship between age and wellbeing will persist over time.   
 
It is important to emphasise that most children have high wellbeing. Four-fifths of children 
aged 8 to 15 are flourishing; they are satisfied with their lives as a whole and find their lives 
worthwhile170. Similarly, ONS research in 2010/11 showed that nearly nine out of ten UK 
children aged 10 to 15 were relatively happy with their lives overall, and only 4% reported 
being relatively unhappy. Just over a third of children were completely happy with their lives 
overall (34%). However, well over half of respondents were completely happy with their 
friends (56%) and family (62%). Less than one in five respondents were completely happy 
with their school work or appearance (both 19%)171. Using time series data from the BHPS 
Youth Survey and Understanding Society, the Children’s Society has identified significant 
increases in the overall happiness of children aged 11 to 15 from 1994 to 2008.  However, 
since then the trend has begun to reverse slightly, possibly due to the onset of the economic 
downturn172.  The Princes Trust has tracked young people’s happiness and confidence each 
year since 2009 in a Youth Index.  Interestingly, the Index has showed little variation over 
this time.  This indicates that, despite the economic downturn, there appears not to have 
been an overall decline in young people’s wellbeing173.   

As one would expect, there is significant variation in levels of subjective wellbeing between 
different groups of children and young people. In relation to gender, for children aged 10 to 
15, a higher percentage of boys than girls reported being ‘relatively happy’ with life as a 
whole, their friends and their appearance, but a higher percentage of girls than boys said 
they were relatively happy with their school and school work174.  High levels of family 
harmony, parental support and autonomy-granting are all important to children’s wellbeing.  
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Also, material deprivation has a significant effect on children’s wellbeing and is also very 
strongly associated with feeling unsafe at home, not feeling that they have a lot to be proud 
of and not feeling positive about the future175. 

Having lower levels of educational attainment and having received free school meals is 
associated with lower levels of confidence and happiness176.  Young people from poor 
families are six times more likely to feel that “everyone puts them down” and more than three 
times as likely to feel depressed “all” or “most” of the time than those growing up in wealthy 
families.  These young people are also more than twice as likely to feel they “don’t have 
anything to get up for in the morning”177. 
 
When we look at broader definitions of wellbeing we see a complex picture in terms of the 
UK’s position compared to other European countries. Analysis of the 2006/7 European 
Social Survey has enabled countries to be ranked according to their ‘personal wellbeing’ 
(which measures people’s experiences of their positive and negative emotions, satisfaction, 
vitality, resilience and self-esteem and sense of positive functioning in the world) and ‘social 
wellbeing’ (which measures people’s experiences of supportive relationships and sense of 
trust and belonging with others). The UK and Ireland has the lowest results for social 
wellbeing of young people of any region in Europe. Levels of personal wellbeing are also 
relatively low but there is little variation between regions.  This is despite having results for 
social and personal wellbeing that are just slightly under the European average over the 
whole age range.178  
 
Relatively low levels of social wellbeing amongst young people are driven by very low results 
for ‘trust and belonging’. ‘Trust and belonging’ is based on questions about trusting other 
people, being treated fairly and respectfully by them, and feeling a sense of belonging with 
and support from people where you live.  The difference between the ‘trust and belonging’ 
results of the youngest and the oldest in the UK is the largest in Europe179.  We are unable 
to ascertain whether these low levels of social trust are a life course or generational effect.  
However, the comparisons across countries suggest that there is something particular about 
the context for young people in the UK that is associated with low social trust.  This fits with 
the evidence set out in the section on social trust above. 
 
Despite improvements since 2007, the UK also does not perform well relative to other 
developed countries in international comparisons for a broad range of objective and 
subjective indicators of children and young people’s wellbeing. UNICEF ranks the UK 16th 
out of 29 developed countries for children and young people’s wellbeing.  The UK’s least 
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positive results are on objective indicators related to the wellbeing of young people aged 15 
to 19, such as teenage pregnancy and numbers of young people NEET180.   

Wellbeing and young people’s labour market outcomes 

There is a strong link between labour market outcomes and poor health and wellbeing.  
However, it is difficult to be certain how much of this link is causal. Therefore, there is 
significant uncertainty about the extent to which changes in labour market conditions will 
lead to changes in health and wellbeing outcomes. Whilst in some cases, negative labour 
market outcomes cause lower wellbeing, in other cases susceptibility to poor health or other 
personal attributes may cause people to be unemployed or economically inactive.  According 
to research by the Prince’s Trust, young people aged 16-24 who are NEET are significantly 
less happy with all areas of their lives than those in education, employment and training181.  
Young people in education or government sponsored training at age 19 were more likely to 
state being very or fairly satisfied with their life so far than young people who were NEET182 
(85% and 83% compared with 58%). One in 10 young people feel they cannot cope with 
day-to-day life but this rises to 22% of young people who are NEET. While 28% of young 
people in work feel down or depressed “always” or “often”, this increases to almost half 
(48%) amongst young NEET people. Stress and anxiety (39%) is the most commonly 
mentioned negative consequence on well-being as a result of not being in work, education or 
training183. 
 
There also appear to be negative impacts on people’s health related to unemployment, 
particularly for prolonged periods.  Research suggests that insecure work can make it harder 
to combine work and home lives, especially for women184. Feelings of unfair pay in 
organizations with high levels of wage disparity contribute to physical and mental ill health185. 
Being unemployed has immediate health consequences, including an increased risk of 
depression and suicide and being out of work in the longer term increases the risk of chronic 
diseases such as cancer, heart disease and stroke. Long-term unemployment can be linked 
to excessive drinking186.   
 
Some of these wider impacts associated with negative labour market outcomes appear to be 
long-lasting. This suggests that there could be a long term ‘scarring effect’ on some young 
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people who became unemployed during the recent recession as they grow older, particularly 
those who were long term unemployed. Evidence shows that people who have had a long 
period of unemployment can suffer long term effects even when they are back in work: such 
as wage depression187, lack of confidence, increased stress, and worse outcomes for 
wellbeing and mental health188. These problems could be particularly acute for those people 
who already face disadvantages, such as young people coming out of care, long-term 
unemployed, and those with criminal records. Young people aged 18-24 growing up during 
recessions in the US189 tended to develop lasting beliefs that success in life depends more 
on luck than on effort and are more mistrustful of government190. This effect was also 
apparent among those who graduated during a recession191. Those who experienced 
economic downturns are less willing to take financial risks, less likely to participate in the 
stock-market, and are more pessimistic about future returns on investment192. If so, this 
could be a cohort effect with longer-term consequences for some members of the current 
generation of young people. 

Mental Health, behaviour problems and risk behaviours  

Like for wellbeing, there are likely to be significant life course effects in the emergence of 
mental health issues as they are more likely to emerge during adolescence than in later life. 
Half of all lifetime cases of diagnosable mental illness begin by age 14 and three-quarters of 
lifetime mental illness arise by mid-twenties. In England, approximately 10% of children and 
young people have a clinically recognised mental disorder: 6 % of 5 – 16 year olds have 
conduct disorder, 18% a sub-threshold conduct disorder, and 4% an emotional disorder193. 
Adolescents have heightened stress-induced hormonal responses, which alongside the 
maturing adolescent brain may increase vulnerability to anxiety, depression, and drug 
abuse194. Mental health issues associated with adolescents, in addition to anxiety and 
depression, include behavioural problems, eating disorders such as anorexia nervosa and 
bulimia, addictive disorders, autism, learning disorders and attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder (AD/HD)195. There tends to be strong continuities between adolescent and adult 
mental health, more than half of all early adult psychiatric disease is preceded by mental 
illness before the age of 18196.  However, mental health problems only affect a minority of 
adolescents and as discussed above, the majority continue to flourish.  
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In addition to these life course effects, there do appear to be generational shifts in the 
patterns of prevalence of mental health problems amongst young people. However, it is 
important to note that these patterns are difficult to identify due to, for example, changing 
social norms and diagnostic practices over time. The evidence presented here is based on 
survey data of symptoms of mental health problems as reported by young people and their 
parents.  It is not based on the numbers of young people being diagnosed with or being 
treated for mental health problems. There appears to have been a significant increase in the 
symptoms of anxiety and depression and emotional problems amongst young people 
between the mid 1980s and the millennium, and this result holds in a number of high income 
countries. Increases were more marked for those with high levels of emotional problems.  
For example, the numbers of Scottish boys above the clinical threshold for emotional 
problems nearly doubled between 1987 and 2006, for Scottish girls it more than doubled. 
Since then the upward trends have levelled off or begun to reverse, however, they remain at 
historically high levels197. 17.1% of 16-24 year olds had some symptoms of anxiety or 
depression in 2011/12 compared to 19.3% in 2003198.   
 
Similarly, levels of parent-assessed conduct problems amongst adolescents in the UK 
increased considerably between the mid 1970s and 1999, before declining slightly to 2004. 
There were similar increases for boys and girls and young people from socially advantaged 
and disadvantaged homes. This is highly important as adolescents with conduct problems 
are far more likely to be involved in crime and anti-social behaviour, both as adolescents and 
throughout adulthood199.   
 
One study in the US over longer timescales indicates that there has been a generational 
increase in psychological issues along a number of clinical scales, including psychopathic 
deviation, paranoia, hypomania and depression among high school students in the US 
between 1951 and 2002. The authors attribute this change to cultural shifts towards extrinsic 
goals in society, such as materialism and status200.  It is important to note that it is difficult to 
attribute specific causes to these changes and to generalise between countries.   
 
Again, corresponding patterns can be found when looking at outcomes that are related to 
mental health and behavioural problems.  However, it is important to note that causal 
relationships here are complex and we are not able to identify what are the most important 
factors in explaining these trends.   
 
Suicide rates amongst young men aged 15-29 rose from a rate of 13.2 per 100,000 in 1981 
to a peak of 22.4 in 1998.  They then declined rapidly to 2005 and since then have stabilised 
at around 13 per 100,000, a similar rate to 30 years ago.  Suicide rates amongst young 
women of the same age are significantly lower at 4.2 per 100,000 of population in 2011.  
This is a similar rate to that of 30 years ago and has varied less over time than for men201.   
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There has been a slow and steady decline in the numbers of young people participating in a 
number of risk behaviours.  The percentage of 16-19 year olds that smoke has declined from 
31% in 1998 to 18% in 2011202.  The numbers of 16-24 year olds in Great Britain that drink 
more than the government daily benchmarks has also declined.  Among men in this age 
group, the proportion drinking more than 4 units on their heaviest drinking day fell from 46% 
in 2005 to 32% in 2011 and the proportion drinking more than 8 units decreased from 32% to 
22% over the same period. There have also been marked falls for women in this age group 
with the proportion drinking more than 3 units on their heaviest drinking day falling from 41% 
in 2005 to 31% in 2011 and the proportion drinking more than 6 units falling from 27% to 
18%203. The proportion of 16-24 year olds in England and Wales who have taken any illicit 
drug in the last year has roughly halved from over 30% in 1998 to 16.3% in 2012/13.  The 
proportion using Class A drugs has declined at a similar rate and the proportion of 16-24 
year olds who are frequent drug users has halved in the last ten years204. Following a 
downward trend since the late 1990s, teenage conception rates in England and Wales are 

now at their lowest since records began in 1969
205.   

There were 137,335 proven offences by young people in 2011/12, down 22% from 2010/11 
and down 47% since 2001/02206.  Also, the numbers of young people as first time entrants to 
the criminal justice system in England and Wales is on a downward trend. Since 2007, the 
number of juvenile first time entrants has declined by 74%207.   

The large numbers of potential causes for these trends mean that we are unable to infer that 
they are explained by a change of attitudes towards risk behaviours.  The declines in 
different risk behaviours may be explained by specific factors, such as policy interventions.  
However, risk behaviours do cluster and the similar trends for a number of risk behaviours 
may imply that there are some common underlying causes, such as changing attitudes and 
norms and wider socio-economic factors.   

Wellbeing and technology   

There has been a large amount of media discussion about the impacts of a range of 
technologies, particularly social media and computer games, on people’s wellbeing.  This is 
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particularly the case for adolescents who are on average more likely to be immersed in 
digital technology and are going through a life stage associated with increase ‘neuro-
plasticity’, which leads to suggestions that technology could lead to their brains becoming 
‘re-wired’.   
 
There is a risk of overstating the change and underplaying continuity between generations. 
For instance, in spite of a significant increase in online communication, there is some 
evidence that young people are primarily using these new tools to achieve the same 
functions as older ones, such as to engage in social interactions and to experiment with 
identity formation208. Many of the concerns that are commonly voiced about today’s 
technologies were also raised about emerging technologies in past.  For example, this article 
from 1978 (which is primarily focusing on the impact of television) suggests that some 
concerns over young people have remained remarkably consistent over time: 
 

“Modern technology has made a wealth of shared experience undreamed of even 50 
years ago...It is difficult or even impossible to shield young people from experiences  
reflecting the adult world when communication systems infiltrate our homes and 
become so much a key part of everyday living. ..There are fears as to the content of 
media: violence, lawlessness, breakdown in moral values, and tawdry and explicit 
sex, for example. There are other fears as to the general effect of [technology on]...a 
society in which...young people have little time for other experiences”209. 

 
It has been argued that online communication can contribute to three aspects of young 
people’s psycho-social development: identity, intimacy and sexuality210.   
 
There is fairly clear evidence that digital technologies provide a way for young people to 
experiment with developing their identity211, to boost their status and ‘show off’212, with 
consequent potential benefits to self-esteem and sense of self213.   
 
Social media use is associated with improved wellbeing and social connectedness.  
However, the relationship with wellbeing is non-linear. Whilst some social media use is 
positively associated with wellbeing, no social media use is associated with negative 
outcomes, as is heavy social media use (more than three hours a day)214. 6% of young 
people aged 10-15 spend four hours or more and 30% spend one to three hours chatting 
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online.  The figures for the amount of time spent on games consoles are similar215.  Also, the 
positive relationship with social connectedness only holds for using the internet to maintain 
existing relationships. Using the internet to make new friends has been linked to lower levels 
of wellbeing216. This may be because people who feel isolated in their everyday lives are 
attempting to use the internet to counteract this. Though social isolation and loneliness are 
usually associated with older age groups, young people aged 18-34 are equally likely to feel 
lonely often (12%) as older age groups and are more likely to have felt depressed because 
they felt alone (53%). More people in the 18-34 age range also worry about feeling lonely 
(36%)217. Social media can connect people who otherwise would not be, bring people closer 
to family and friends218, and enrich lives219 (for example, by helping disabled or housebound 
people to be part of an online community).  
 
There is some evidence that young people are more at ease communicating online than 
offline. More than two thirds of young people aged 8 to 17 in the UK and US find it easier 
and more convenient to communicate with their friends online or by text than in person220.  
However, more than a third of 20 – 25 year olds also see technology as isolating221 and 
making them less satisfied with their own lives222. It has been argued that communication 
through technology doesn’t include the physical contact that benefits our well-being.223 The 
Mental Health Foundation argue that, ‘It is too early to say whether technology is changing 
our core ability to relate to others, but soon enough to conclude that while it facilitates 
relationships, real and virtual, technology is no substitute for the human interaction that is a 
buffer against loneliness’224.  In short, social media use may boost the strength of existing 
relationships but it is less likely to help with those for whom those relationships are lacking.   
 
Whilst moderate internet use has clear beneficial effects, it may become problematic when it 
becomes compulsive, interferes with the normal activities of daily living, and when the 
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person can no longer control it. This can lead to withdrawal, isolation and depression225. The 
significant predictors of problematic usage appear to be offline issues, such as low self-
esteem, anxiety and the use of the internet for sensation-seeking activities.  However, it is 
important to note that the problematic internet use is fairly uncommon; it affects at most one 
in twelve people in the US and Europe226.   
 
It is likely that heavy technology use may displace time spent doing other things.  Though 
there is mixed evidence about whether technology usage reduces exercise, it does appear 
likely that it reduces time spent on school work and consequently attainment.  Similarly, 
there is evidence that many students attempt to multitask when working, which has a 
detrimental impact on their studies. Also, it has been suggested that excessive use of 
television and computer games may interfere with the development of such attentional 
capacities, since they displace opportunities to practice paying attention to less exciting 
tasks that do not involve rapid changes in focus227.   
 
A further issue is cyber bullying, which is estimated to impact on 10-35% of children, though 
this, of course, depends on how it is defined228. It appears that both cyber bullies and their 
victims also adopt these roles offline as well, which suggest that both online and offline 
bullying have similar underlying social or psychological causes229.  There is no evidence 
available to suggest that cyber bullying has larger impacts than offline bullying or if 
technology use has increased the prevalence of bullying. The prevalence of bullying is 
decreasing in most countries, possibly owing to continuing reduction efforts or changed 
attitudes and tolerance levels230.  Being bullied is associated with a range of negative 
outcomes, such as lower wellbeing231, long term mental health problems and suicide232.   
 
There is widespread concern over the online sexualisation of young adolescents, including 
deliberate or inadvertent access of inappropriate online content233,234. Research by the 
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Office of the Children’s Commissioner has found that many children are exposed to, and 
intentionally access pornography and sexualised imagery via the internet. In 2010, 11% of 9 
to 16 year olds in the UK had seen sexual images online235. Pornography has been linked to 
unrealistic attitudes about sex; maladaptive attitudes about relationships; more sexually 
permissive attitudes; greater acceptance of casual sex; beliefs that women are sex objects; 
more frequent thoughts about sex; sexual uncertainty (e.g. the extent to which children and 
young people are unclear about their sexual beliefs and values); and less progressive 
gender role attitudes (e.g. male dominance and female submission). However, establishing 
causal links to changed behaviour and attitudes is highly problematic, which makes 
assessing the potential impacts of this issue very difficult236.   
 
There also major concerns that children are more exposed to sexual predators online but 
there is little evidence that internet use puts young people at particular risk.  Significant 
proportions of children have engaged in online communications that may be risky, such as 
contacting people online that they haven’t met offline and levels of digital safety skills are not 
high for many children237. Whilst there is significant uncertainty about the scale of the issue, 
UK children experience rather fewer online risks than might be expected given their high 
degree of access and use238.  In the USA, compared to other sex crimes, internet-related sex 
crimes against children are rare. For example, in the US in 2006, about 2% of sex crimes 
against teenagers were internet-related and a recent survey of US law enforcement 
agencies concluded that young people are not at particular risk when interacting on social 
network sites239. 
 
Playing violent computer games is associated with reduced empathy and increased 
aggression.  Given that a range of studies have found computer games use fits the criteria 
for pathological addiction in a large minority of adolescents, these findings have potentially 
serious implications240.  It is difficult to identify a causal link with increased violence in the 
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real world and it has even been argued that computer games could reduce crime, simply 
because adolescents are too busy playing them to be involved in crime241.  Whilst this 
conclusion is contentious, it does emphasise the difficulties in predicting the societal impacts 
of technology use.  Certainly, the increased popularity of computer games has not coincided 
with an increase in violent crime amongst young people.   
 
In conclusion, there are a wide range of ways in which technology use could impact on 
attitudes, behaviours and wellbeing of young people. There is clear evidence that moderate 
use of technology is likely to have significant positive impacts but that for the small minority 
of young people who use technology heavily, there could be a range of negative impacts. 
However, there is considerable uncertainty about the scale of these effects. In many areas 
there is a shortage of good quality evidence of causal impact and often it is too early to tell 
what the impacts might be.  It is too simplistic to conclude that the impacts of technologies 
are ‘good’ or ‘bad’. The impacts of technologies will depend on how children and young 
people use them and this will depend on a range of wider social and psychological factors. 
Assessing how these issues will evolve over time is therefore problematic due to 
uncertainties about how young people will use the internet and how technologies themselves 
will evolve.   

Young people’s relationships  

This section looks at the extent to which the strength of relationships with peers and families 
have changed over time.  This is important as these relationships are a key aspect of 
children and young people’s resilience and will help to ascertain how they will cope with 
future stresses and challenges. Clearly, there is significant variation in the strength of 
relationships (and other determinants of resilience) within each cohort of children and young 
people, based on the strength of relationships with parents, family structures, local areas, 
and religious and cultural practices, which cannot be covered in detail here.  
 
The majority of children aged in 11-15 in the UK find their mothers (83%) and their fathers 
(69%) easy to talk to.  The Good Childhood Report published by the Children’s Society 
found family to be one of most powerful predictors of wellbeing for children, with family 
harmony the strongest predictor of life satisfaction, followed by parental support and then 
parental autonomy-granting242.  However, the Department of Health estimated in 2003 that 
over a quarter of children in England were failing to meet their developmental needs due to 
stress in the family caused by mental illness, domestic violence, substance abuse, or living 
conditions causing stress and chaos243.  
 
There is limited evidence as to how strength of family relationships has evolved over time.  
Clearly there have been a move to more diverse and fluid family structures with more single 
parent families, increased maternal employment and increased instances of unmarried 
parents and divorce. However, this does not appear to have led to weaker family 
relationships across the population. Between 1986 and 2006, there has been an increase in 
parental supervision and monitoring of their 16 year old children. This increase has been 
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largest amongst single parents and poorer families.  There has also been a significant 
increase in the amount of time parents spend caring for children from the 1960s to the 
1990s. Between 1986 and 2000, the amount of time adolescents reported choosing to spend 
with their parents increased slightly. However, there has been an overall decline in family 

meals since the 1970s, though this has begun to decline in the last ten years
244

.  Between 

2002 and 2009-11, the proportion of 10-15 year olds reporting quarrelling with their mother 
more than once a week has declined slightly and the proportion talking to mother about 
things that matter more than once a week has increased by more than 11 percentage 
points245.   
 
A key gap in the evidence is the relationships of older adolescents with their parents, which 
may have become increasingly important due to the extension of adolescence and the 
surfacing of ‘emerging adulthood’ as a new life stage for some young people. Also, lower 
levels of labour market participation amongst young people may have led to a loss of adult 
structured activities and ‘socialisation’ to adult norms which starting work earlier on 
provided246. For 16-25 year olds, having a positive role model of the same gender has a 
significant impact on happiness and confidence. Those with a positive role model report 
reported significantly above average levels, whereas those without came out a long way 
below average247. Evidence from Germany indicates that having a positive relationship with 
parents is crucial for the wellbeing of young people making the transition from university to 
work life248. Young people aged 17 are more likely to say that they can confide in their 
parents than anyone else, including their friends, about things that matter to them249.   
 
From the available evidence, it appears that most young people do feel that they have 
supportive relationships that they can draw on.  According to the BHPS in 2007 (when these 
questions were last asked), less than one in twenty 16-24 year olds agreed that there was 
no one to listen to them, no one to help in a crisis or no one to count on to offer support.  
This proportion has been fairly stable since 1991, see chart below.  Similarly, whilst young 
people in the UK report very low levels of ‘trust and belonging’ compared to older people and 
young people in other European countries (see above), they report fairly strong supportive 
relationships with family, friends and others who provide support250.  There is no evidence 
that there has been a generational shift in attitudes to family and friends. Generation Y are 
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no less likely to regard these things as very important in life as previous generations.  They 
are also no less likely to agree that ‘one must love and respect one’s parents regardless’251. 
 
 
Figure 20: Lack of supportive relationships over time, percentage agreeing with the 
following statements (16-24 year olds)  
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Section 3: Changing drivers of the social attitudes of young people  
This section sets out a range of drivers that may influence how young people’s attitudes, 
behaviours and experiences may evolve in the next 10 years. It therefore explores changes 
in the context in which young people find themselves.  
 
The key drivers and underlying evidence were developed through a combination of desk 
research about ongoing trends and cross-government workshops.  The workshops were 
used to identify the most high impact drivers and assess how certain we can be about their 
trajectories out to 2024.   
 
It is important to note that we can be less confident about our assessments about future 
trends compared to the evidence on the current trends in social attitudes set out in section 2 
above.    

Increased educational participation  

Young people are spending more time in education than in the past.  However, there is 
considerable uncertainty about whether this trajectory will continue in the next 10 years.  We 
would not expect to see a dramatic reduction in the length of time young people spend in 
education and the numbers of young people attending higher education.  However, it seems 
likely that the rate of growth could slow down or stop, meaning that the length of time young 
people spend in education may be similar in 2024 to what it is today.   
 
The number of people aged 16-24 in full time education in the UK has more than doubled in 
the past 30 years. In 2013, there were more 16-24 year olds in full time education than there 
were 16-24 years olds employed and not in full time education. The proportion of young 
people aged 16-17 in the UK in full time education increased from 50% in 1984 to 83% by 
2013. Similarly, the proportion of 18-24 year olds in full time education in UK has increased 
from 8% in 1984 to 32% in 2013252.   The numbers of students in higher education in the UK 
has increased from 1.9m in 2000/01 to 2.5m in 2011/12253. Consequently, qualification levels 
amongst young people have increased.  In 2012, 58% of young people in England had 
achieved qualifications up to level 3 by age 19, compared to 42% in 2002254.   
 
There is some evidence that the long term trend towards increased participation in higher 
education may have reversed. Between 2010 and 2012 UCAS applications declined by 
7.4%, coinciding with increases in tuition fees255.  There has been a slight decline in the 
percentage of young people aged 10-15 who say they would like to go to university from 
78% in 2002 to 74% in 2011/12256.  However, it does not seem likely that this decline will 
continue given the potential returns to education in a knowledge economy. Fairly stable 
participation rates of higher education participation appear to be more plausible.    
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Also, it is important to note that the figures showing increased participation in education 
conceal a large amount of variation in terms of potential returns and experiences gained. A 
significant proportion of young people in education are on loosely structured vocational 
courses of varying quality, which may not offer clear routes into employment257.  

Research suggests that the recession may have a large negative impact on the aspirations 
of young people from educationally disadvantaged backgrounds.  During periods of high 
unemployment, children with parents who have few qualifications are less likely to want to 
take A-levels and go to university or take vocational courses, possibly because they do not 
think they will get work afterwards. Those from highly educated families are more likely to 
want to gain further qualifications in order to boost their long-term employability and to avoid 
participating in a weak labour market258. This suggests that the recession could have had a 
negative impact on social mobility through education.   

Demographic change: larger population, increased urbanisation, ethnic diversity of 
society and ageing 

Young people today are growing up in a far more ethnically diverse society than previous 
generations and this shift is expected to continue259,260. The majority of people of Pakistani, 
Bangladeshi and mixed ethnicity in Great Britain are under 25261. This is still very uneven 
between regions and urban and rural areas but more people who are ethnic minorities are 
living in rural and suburban areas than before and, again, this trend is expected to 
continue262,263. Young people are also more likely to have mixed with people from a different 
religious or ethnic background in the past month. Nearly all 16-19 year olds (93%) had done 
so, compared with 80% of all adults aged over 16264. There has been a marked increase in 
the numbers of mixed race children and mixed ethnicity households265,266.   
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It is likely that young people will increasingly live in densely-populated cities and younger 
populations will continue to move around the country more regularly than older people to 
study and to find work267.   
 
As has been well-documented, the UK population is expected to grow and to get older. The 
proportion of young people aged 15-29 is expected to decline in the short term before rising 
again after 2020268.   

Changing household structures  

Over time there has been a trend towards more variation in household structures. More 
children grow up in, for instance, lone parent households, with step parents or across the 
households of their parents. They also move between different household structures more 

than they did in the past
269.  

 
It is likely that this trend will continue and that as young people move out of the family home, 
they will increasingly experience a wide range of living arrangements. Single occupancy, 
non-familial cohabitation and multi-generational households could all become more 
commonplace. The number of single person households is expected to increase by 9% to 7 
million by 2021. At the same time the rise in young adults living with parents and an ageing 
society could drive the growth of multi-generational households270.  However, these 
projections, like those for the population, are inherently uncertain, and the outcome will 
reflect complex patterns of socio-economic change.  

Combined with the high levels of internal migration amongst young people, these trends 
suggest a complex picture of young people in the next ten years experiencing a wide range 
of more flexible, and often changing, living arrangements.    

The increasing prevalence of information technology in everyday life   

The internet is now ubiquitous in the everyday life of young people as a space for socialising 
and experimenting. It seems highly likely that this trend will continue and intensify in the 
future as technology evolves and becomes more accessible. This could have significant 
impacts on the social and economic lives of young people.   
 
In 2012 Ofcom estimated that 91% of children in the UK between the ages of 5 – 15 live in a 
household with an internet connection. Teenagers between the ages of 12 – 15 spend over 
17 hours a week online, with on average 286 friends on social networking sites271. Young 
people use technology in different ways to older people, often ‘multi-screening’, (using a 
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number of devices at the same time)272. Over two thirds (69%) of 16-24 year olds in the UK 
has a smartphone and 80% of these access social media by mobile, most of them more than 
once a day273.  
 
This has become normalised for young people more quickly than for older people, but 
increasingly older generations are also bringing these new technologies into their daily lives. 
Younger people are far more likely than some older groups to actively create and share 
content, rather than be passive consumers274. UK children participate and create online 
more than children in many other countries; for instance in 2010, one in twelve children in 
the UK had blogged275.  

The Changing youth labour market  

There is a large amount of uncertainty about the economic conditions that will affect young 
people in 2024. This is partly because it is difficult to disentangle long term labour market 
trends from the temporary impacts of the recession and partly because of uncertainty around 
the nature of those long term trends.   
 
The economic downturn disproportionately impacted on young people, who have been 
particularly affected by higher unemployment rates276 and declines in real wages277.  Around 
four-in-five (78 %) employees aged 20 and under were ‘low paid’ in April 2012, with nearly 
one-in-three (32 %) in ‘extreme low pay’278. Whilst this is primarily an issue for young people 
with low levels of educational qualifications, it is also the case that during the economic 
downturn some graduates had to accept non-graduate jobs or be unemployed279.   
 
We would expect that as the macroeconomic environment becomes more favourable, the 
labour market conditions of people who started work during the recession will improve as 
they progress through their careers and find more opportunities available. Similarly, we 
would expect the prospects of younger generations to improve when they join the labour 
market.   
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However, some commentators argue that we are seeing a change in the nature of the youth 
labour market towards fewer, less-secure jobs.  We could also be moving towards a 
‘hollowing out’ of the labour market as routine cognitive and manual jobs are substituted for 
technology and remaining jobs are polarised between ‘lovely and lousy’ jobs280,281. However, 
there is evidence that wages are not becoming more unequal. This suggests that as 
traditional middle-level jobs are disappearing, others are moving into the centre ground282.  If 
there are fewer opportunities in the labour market for young people and house prices rise, 
this could lead to increasing intergenerational inequalities in income and wealth.  
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Section 4: potential future trends in the attitudes, behaviours and 
experiences of young people 
This section sets out a number of different trends for how attitudes, behaviours and 
experiences of young people might change from now to 2024.  For each of these trends it 
provides an assessment of how likely and how impactful we expect these trends to be.  
 
In order to do this, it considers the range of trends that might affect how young people’s 
circumstances in the future change, as set out in Section 3.  These are combined with what 
we know about current trends in young people’s attitudes, as set out in Section 2, to give 
insight into what young people’s attitudes, behaviours and experiences may be like in ten 
year’s time.  This analysis is based on the findings of the two cross-government futures 
workshops supplemented by desk research.   
 
There is significant uncertainty about how young people’s attitudes will evolve over time, due 
to both uncertainty around the circumstances in which young people will find themselves and 
how different groups of young people will interpret and respond to them. Two key sources of 
uncertainty are what economic circumstances the UK will find itself in and how digital 
technologies will be used by young people in 2024. Given these uncertainties, the findings of 
this section should be viewed as more tentative.   
 
This section explores both what the attitudes, behaviours and experiences of today’s 
children and young people may be like when they are 10 years older in 2024, but also what 
the next cohort of children and young people’s attitudes and experiences will be like.   

Increasingly liberal social attitudes  

Contact with an increasingly diverse peer group and high levels of participation in higher 
education is likely to mean that younger generations continue the gradual shift towards 
increasingly liberal/permissive social attitudes about gender equality, sexuality, race and 
ethnicity. This may also lead to more relaxed attitudes to immigration.  This trend may be 
reinforced by large numbers of young people living in cities and high levels of mobility 
amongst this group.   
 
Higher educational standards are often associated with higher levels of social liberalism283, 
because of the ‘socialisation’ of different values284, suggesting that participation in higher 
education will be important in forming young people’s social attitudes.  We would not expect 
the proportion of young people attending higher education to increase over the next ten 
years at the same rate as it did in the last 20 years. This could slow down trends towards 
further liberalisation of attitudes.   
 
It appears that the main shifts in attitudes between generations have already occurred, and 
future changes are thus expected to be small.  Also, there are still significant differences in 
the prevalence of liberal attitudes between groups of young people. It is unlikely that future 
generations of young people will have uniformly liberal social attitudes.   
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Community engagement and cohesion 

There appears to be little evidence of young people becoming disengaged from their 
communities.  It is likely that young people will continue to be interested in helping those 
around them and that many will remain committed to community engagement, particularly 
those young people from more well-off backgrounds.  
 
Whilst there is evidence of an emphasis on personal autonomy amongst young people, there 
is little evidence of a generational shift towards selfishness or a lack of interest in community 
engagement.  Similarly, claims that immersion in online ‘virtual communities’ have replaced 
local communities do not appear to apply to most young people. It is possible that young 
people’s desire to engage could lead to the emergence of new forms of community that 
combine ‘virtual’ and ‘local’ communities, as well as new forms of community engagement.   
 
However, there is a risk that lower levels of social trust amongst younger generations may 
persist. As young people move for education and work, often to large cities, this flexibility 
may mean that they become disconnected from local communities. It could be that this 
trend, coupled with immersion in digital technologies, could lead to an increase in social 
isolation for some young people. Young people’s low levels of trust in others in their 
communities, coupled with a perception amongst young people that they are not valued or 
treated fairly, could lead to a fall in social cohesion.   

Declining mainstream political engagement 

It is likely, but by no means certain, that low levels of engagement in mainstream politics, 
particularly amongst disadvantaged young people, will persist.   
 
Low voting rates amongst the young, combined with the ageing population of the UK may 
lead to an under-representation of young people in traditional politics285 as the age of the 
median voter may rise from 47 years in 2021 to 49 in 2031 and 51 years in 2051. There is a 
risk that today’s low voting rates among young people may result in a reluctance to engage 
with, and becoming more alienated from, formal politics in the future286,287. There is evidence 
that voting is ‘habitual’. Therefore, if today’s young people do not get into the habit of voting 
when they are young, then they will be less likely to vote as they get older.   
 
If young people do not engage in the political system then there is a risk that policies will not 
reflect their challenges and concerns.  However, this risk may be balanced by concern within 
older generations for the challenges faced by young people.   
 
Pressure groups may emerge to push for a better deal for younger people. If these interests 
can be accommodated within the political system, then they will be less likely to become 
radical and anti-establishment. Youth unemployment has been identified globally as a 
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potential cause of social unrest288,289.  However, there is little evidence of growing political 
radicalism amongst young people in the UK. It appears that many young people attach 
strong emphasis to personal responsibility, rather than collective solutions.  Therefore, the 
emergence of widespread support for radical social movements amongst young people is 
unlikely. 
 
Also, new forms of political engagement have already emerged290 with some young people 
engaging in non-conventional forms of political participation such as online petitions and 
campaigns291, and civic activities such as volunteering292 or consumer activism293. It is likely 
that young people will continue to participate in arenas such as volunteering, communal 
projects, and digital media campaigns,294 which might become increasingly influential295. 
 
The continued strength of support for democratic values amongst young people may mean 
that there is potential for young people to re-connect with mainstream politics, so we should 
not assume that current trends towards low engagement are certain to continue.   

Intergenerational equity and tensions   

If intergenerational disparities in income and wealth increase in the next 10 years, they could 
intensify resentment and perceptions of unfairness amongst disadvantaged groups of young 
people. On the other hand, many young people will rely on older family members for 
financial and other support and will be increasingly dependent on cross-generational 
transfers.  
 
Many young people feel that they have been discriminated against because of their age and 
resent how young people are depicted in the media. There is also some evidence that young 
people as a group are regarded as having low status in society by older groups. However, it 
is likely that this is a continuation of a characteristic that has been prevalent in society for a 
long time and we are unable to say whether it is on the rise.   
 
It is unlikely that intergenerational tensions will create a new ‘fault line’ in society. There is 
currently little evidence of widespread resentment amongst young people towards older 
generations; emotional ties between generations and the focus amongst young people on 
individual, rather than collective solutions, suggests that this will continue.   
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Potential wellbeing impacts of uncertain economic circumstances  

Young people on average have high wellbeing compared to older groups and the majority 
make successful transitions into the world of work.  There are high levels of optimism, 
despite current economic challenges, and a strong emphasis on personal autonomy 
amongst young people. These personal attributes and high levels of education are likely to 
enable many young people to flourish over the next ten years; allowing high levels of 
wellbeing and competition in a global knowledge economy to be maintained. 
 
As discussed above, there is significant uncertainty about the labour market conditions that 
young people will find themselves in by 2024 but it is possible that we are seeing a shift in 
the nature of the youth labour market towards fewer, less-secure jobs that may continue 
despite improved economic conditions.  
 
Many young people have high aspirations for personal success and emphasise personal 
autonomy. It is likely that some young people will struggle to achieve the outcomes they 
were expecting, for instance graduates having to accept non-graduate jobs.  It may be that 
some struggle to cope with these disappointments. In most cases, as young people move 
into work and the general prospects for the economy improve, we would expect these issues 
to weaken with time.  
 
There are strong links between wellbeing, health and labour market outcomes.  For some 
young people who are in insecure work or are unemployed, there could be associated 
negative impacts on their health and wellbeing. Therefore, if the labour market remained 
challenging, then some of these negative outcomes, such as depression, stress and anxiety, 
may become more prevalent amongst young people.  
 
The ability of young people to be resilient to the challenges they face, especially the long-
term effects of the economic downturn and changing labour markets, will vary depending on 
the personal characteristics, background, and levels of support available to the individual. 
They are also likely to vary with socio-economic circumstances.  
 
Regardless of whether economic conditions improve, there could still be a long term 
‘scarring effect’ on some of those young people who became unemployed during the recent 
recession as they grow older.  These issues include worse long term labour market 
outcomes and poor mental health, although labour market policies are strongly focused on 
minimising these effects by providing more support the longer people are unemployed. 

 Longer and more complex routes to full adulthood and independence  

 ‘Emerging adulthood’ has already emerged as a new stage in the life course of many young 
people, who are experiencing longer, more complex paths to full adulthood and 
independence. As young people struggle to become financially independent, they are taking 
longer to move out of their family home296, have children297, get married298  and buy their 
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own home299.  For more advantaged young people who can depend on parental support, this 
time is often spent in full time education and can be characterised as a time of opportunities 
and experimentation300.  For young people who cannot depend on this support, it is likely to 
be a more precarious and less positive experience301302.  
 
‘Emerging adulthood’ is likely to continue to be a stage in the life course of many young 
people in the next 10 years. Rising housing costs, longer time spent in education and 
possible changes to the youth labour market are likely to lead to extended paths to full 
adulthood and independence for a large proportion of young people.  
 
For those young people whose families are willing and able to support them, this could 
include longer time spent living with their parents and increased dependence on inter-
generational transfers.  This may have detrimental impacts on social mobility and different 
forms of support may be needed to help young people who cannot depend on their parents 
to achieve positive outcomes.   
 
Multi-generational households may become more common and intergenerational 
relationships could be reshaped by increasing mutual dependence. Older people may have 
a role in the informal care of younger family members as well as, increasingly, in the labour 
markets303. Also, some young people may have a role in supporting older relatives, 
particularly if they are struggling to find work themselves.  However, the need to travel for 
work and education could continue to increase physical distances between generations as 
families become more geographically spread out, which could limit the contact and support 
available between family members304. 

Wellbeing impact of digital technologies   

Today’s young people are ‘digital natives’ who have grown up immersed in technology, with 
higher levels of digital know-how than previous generations. Digital and communications 
technology is very likely to continue to develop and remain a key driver of change. Though it 
is possible that there could be, among some sections of the population, a backlash against 
the pervasive presence of technology, it is hard to envision a world in which social media 
and technological immersion of young people recedes. Technology will continue to shape 
today’s young people’s lives as they grow older and will also affect future generations of 
young people. Indeed, it is likely that future devices, for instance internet-connected watches 
and glasses, could increase the impact of digital technology on young people, especially as 
prices fall and uptake rises.  
 

                                                           
299

 Clapham, D., Mackie, P., Orford, S., Buckley, K., Thomas, I., Atherton, I. and McAnulty, U. (2012) 

Housing Options and Solutions for Young People in 2020. Joseph Rowntree Foundation [online]. 

Available from: http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/young-people-housing-options-full_0.pdf 
300

 Arnett, J. (2004) Emerging Adulthood  Oxford University Press  
301

 Hendry, L. And Kloep, M. (2010) ‘How universal is emerging adulthood? An empirical example’  

Journal of Youth Studies  
302

 Furlong, A. and Cartmel, F. (2007) Young people and social change Open University Press, 

Buckingham.  
303

 Mann, R. (2009) Evolving family structures, roles and relationships in light of ethnic and social 
change. Beyond Current Horizons [online]. Available from: 
http://www.beyondcurrenthorizons.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/final_mann_20090202.pdf 
304

  Chan, T. W,. and Ermisch, J. (2013) Family Geography and Family Demography in 
the UK: Cross-Sectional Perspective. [online]. Available from: 
http://users.ox.ac.uk/~sfos0006/papers/geo1.pdf 

http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/young-people-housing-options-full_0.pdf
http://www.beyondcurrenthorizons.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/final_mann_20090202.pdf
http://users.ox.ac.uk/~sfos0006/papers/geo1.pdf


 

 
78 

THIS IS NOT A STATEMENT OF GOVERNMENT POLICY 
 

Not all young people conform to the dominant image of being ‘wired’ and ‘always on’.  The 
adoption of online and emerging technologies is highly varied within age groups as well as 
between them. Some young people don’t see the Internet as important for finding out or 
learning new things. This subset is often less confident about their skills to use the 
Internet305. There is a socio-economic and a gender differential in how much young people 
access the internet, with young women and more economically-disadvantaged young people 
being more likely to be ‘digitally excluded’306.  It is possible that those who are ‘digitally 
excluded’ will find it more difficult to participate positively in the economy and wider society.   
 
There is clear evidence that moderate use of technology is likely to have significant positive 
impacts, such as improved wellbeing and social connectedness.  It is also likely that digital 
skills will provide some young people with a strong ‘comparative advantage’ in the economy 
and will lead to innovative business ideas. However, for the small minority of young people 
who use technology heavily, there could be a range of negative impacts, such as cyber-
bullying, ‘sexualisation’ related to social media use and pornography or increased 
aggression due to video games. Prevalence estimates of these issues vary according to 
definition and measurement, but do not appear to be rising substantially with increasing 
access to mobile and online technologies. This could be because these technologies pose 
no additional risk compared to offline behaviour, or because any risks are offset by a 
commensurate growth in safety awareness and initiatives.  
 
However, there is considerable uncertainty about the scale of these effects. In many areas 
there is a shortage of good quality evidence of causal impact and often it is too early to tell 
what the impacts might be. It is possible that these trends could intensify as young people’s 
social interactions become increasingly technologically mediated by new devices and 
applications.   

Risk behaviours and associated negative outcomes 

There has been a slow and steady decline in the numbers of children and young people 
participating in a number of behaviours that could be broadly termed as ‘risky’ or negative 
over time, such as drinking, drug use, smoking, youth crime.  Similarly, some negative 
outcomes such as suicide and teenage pregnancy have also declined.   
 
The declines in different risk behaviours may be explained by specific factors, such as policy 
interventions.  However, risk behaviours do cluster and the similar trends for a number of 
risk behaviours may imply that there are some common underlying causes, such as 
changing social norms and wider socio-economic factors.  It may be that better relationships 
with parents, and improved parental monitoring and supervision are part of the explanation 
for declining risk behaviours.  It may simply be that risk behaviours are being displaced by 
other behaviours, such as increased social media and video game use. There has also been 
a drop in the amount of unstructured leisure time for young people, mainly because of an 
increase in time spent in educational activities, which could have reduced opportunities to 
participate in risky activities307. 
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However, the trend towards ‘emerging adulthood’ could mean that people engage in risk 
behaviours for longer. Though risk behaviour (e.g. smoking and drug use) generally declines 
with age, becoming a parent and moving in with a partner are both associated with a 
reduction in risk behaviours over and above that associated with age308.  If people continue 
to delay these life course events for longer, then this might lead to them continuing with risky 
behaviours until later in life.  
 
Given the many complex explanatory factors that are associated with participating in risk 
behaviours, we cannot be certain that the trends towards declining risk behaviours will 
continue over the next 10 years. If they do, then we might expect that they will have a 
positive impact on the long run health outcomes of today’s children and young people, as 
well as future cohorts.   
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Section 5: Conclusion  
In conclusion, the social attitudes, behaviours and experiences of young people paint a 
complex picture of gradual change and continuity over the next 10 years. However, in some 
spheres, such as those affected by technological change, there is a lot more uncertainty 
and, as a result, the potential for dramatic change.   

There are a range of drivers that could affect the context in which young people live by 2024.  
These include gradual changes in educational attainment, continuing and intensified 
immersion in digital technologies, demographic change towards an older, larger and more 
diverse population, more complex and rapidly changing living arrangements and, potentially, 
changing youth labour markets.   
 
There is considerable uncertainty about these trends and how young people may respond to 
them.  This means that we cannot be sure how young people’s attitudes, behaviours and 
experiences will evolve in the next 10 years.  Also, it is important to consider that these 
trends will have different impacts on various groups of young people and the differences 
between young people of the same generation are likely to remain significant.   
 
This report has identified a number of gradual generational shifts in the attitudes, behaviours 
and experiences of young people, which have the potential to lead to social change in the 
next 10 years. Some of these are set out below.   

A key theme running through the social attitudes of young people is an emphasis on the 
importance of personal autonomy, with an increase in the importance of the following values 
for younger generations: power and achievement (social prestige and personal success), 
stimulation (excitement and challenge in life) and hedonism (pleasure/gratification for 
oneself). It may be that this emphasis on personal autonomy in part explains the continuing 
decline in support for the welfare state amongst younger generations.   
 
There has been a gradual shift in society towards increasingly liberal social attitudes towards 
ethnicity, gender roles and sexuality. Contact with an increasingly diverse peer group and a 
high level of participation in higher education are likely to mean that this gradual shift 
continues. However, it appears that the main shifts in attitudes between generations have 
already occurred, and future changes are thus expected to be small.   
 
Levels of participation in mainstream politics are far lower amongst today’s young people 
than for previous generations. It is likely, but by no means certain, that low levels of 
engagement, particularly amongst disadvantaged young people, will persist.  However, the 
level of trust in traditional institutions and authority figures are very similar across 
generations.  There does not appear to be a widespread view amongst young people that 
society needs to be radically changed or a rejection of the values and institutions of 
democratic society.  
 
In some areas, we see little change in young people’s attitudes, behaviours and experiences 
compared to older generations.  
 
For instance, when we ask people of different ages what is important in life, we find 
remarkably little difference between generations. Similarly, we see little evidence of 
generational shifts in willingness to justify selfish behaviour, such as tax and benefit fraud, or 
appetite for being involved in community engagement.  These areas where there are few, if 
any, changes between generations remind us that we should not overstate the possible 
changes over the next 10 years in young people’s attitudes, behaviours and experiences.   
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As well as shaping evolving attitudes, we would expect to see continued changes in the 
behaviours and experiences of young people in the next 10 years.  One way that this could 
occur would be through an intensification of the trend towards longer routes and more 
complex routes to full adulthood and independence, which could shape the lives of many 
young people. 
 
Digital and communications technology is very likely to continue to develop and remain a key 
driver of change, shaping the lives of today’s young people as they grow older - as well as 
future generations of young people. These trends could intensify as young people’s social 
interactions become increasingly technologically mediated by new devices and applications.   
 
 It appears likely that continued digital immersion will lead to a wide range of social and 
economic benefits for young people.  However, there could also be negative implications for 
some young people’s wellbeing.  There is considerable uncertainty about the scale of these 
effects. In many areas there is a shortage of good quality evidence of causal impact and 
often it is too early to tell what the impacts might be. 
 
There are a number of positive stories to tell about this generation of young people. For 
example, a range of risk behaviours and negative outcomes are declining amongst young 
people, such as drug taking, teenage pregnancies, drinking, smoking and crime.  Also, the 
high levels of aspirations amongst young people, emphasis on personal responsibility and 
community engagement provide good reasons for optimism about social change over the 
next 10 years. However, there are also potential concerns, for instance around declining 
mainstream political engagement, low levels of social trust and the potential negative 
impacts of digital technologies.      

 
 
 
 


