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Foreword
How do young people understand and 
practice consent online? This report reveals 
just how integral sharing and viewing online 
content is to young people’s lives, and how 
vital it is that we all understand the needs 
that young people have in navigating how to 
ask, give and receive permission online.  
Children and young people we surveyed are learning, 
creating, sharing and viewing content on a daily, 
sometimes hourly basis. From sharing Stories, their ideas, 
photos and videos to music playlists, there are a variety 
of different ways children and young people are using the 
internet to create, learn, inspire, connect and play. Two 
in five 8–17s say they feel empowered by being online 
with almost half of young people saying that being online 
makes them feel that their voice or actions matter. Two 
in five have also shared support for a campaign, social 
movement or petition. But it’s not just being part of a 
larger online community, they are also making a difference 
to the people in their lives. A quarter say that on a weekly 
basis someone has shared something about them that 
they liked or made them feel good. 

Sharing is happening faster than ever and so often is a 
positive part of young people’s lives.  At the same time, 

they are also at the forefront of having to navigate the 
intricacies of when to ask permission before sharing, 
how to say no and how to respond to others when their 
consent is breached. 

Whether it is being dropped into a group chat without 
being asked first, being in the background of someone’s 
Story, or data being collected about them, young people 
are regularly having to manage a myriad of different 
types of content and information about them online.

As technology enables us to interact, post and send 
faster than ever, our online norms in how we seek 
permission are being developed, tested and challenged. 
In this landscape, risks and difficulties emerge. Sharing 
without permission is making some children feel a loss of 
control, anxious and confused about the information that 
ends up about them online. 

This report shows us that children and young people 
usually have the right intentions and want to be 
respectful and considerate of each other. However, 
in practice they can sometimes get into difficulty. 
Encouragingly, they do not necessarily believe that 
people breach consent maliciously, whether that is 
their friends or their parents. It also tells us that children 
and young people need to be fully informed about their 
options and feel like they have a real choice.

This is where we all have a part to play. It’s vital that we 
give children and young people practical and meaningful 
strategies on the choices they make online.  How to ask 
permission, what do if someone says no and how to say 
no themselves. How not to put pressure on others and 
the way in which this can overlap with their offline lives. 

Seeking active and informed consent must underpin all 
our conversations to ensure the internet is a safe and 
positive place for children and young people. Whether 
that is sharing photos of our friends or family, or how our 
privacy or data is managed – the issue of consent is key. 
This report is just the beginning of looking into this issue 
and in many ways poses more questions than provides 
answers. What we do hope is that it will kick-start a 
deeper conversation on how we can both support and 
work with young people, empowering them to take 
control of their online lives, so that they can identify and 
agree when we should ask for permission, know how 
to ask for it, and how to say yes or no. This is a crucial 

aspect of the world of social media and 
internet services, and these key learnings 
are not just for young people. We hope 
that this research and the conversations 
generated this Safer Internet Day will 
help empower young people, and 
those that support them, to be better 

able to harness and use the 
positive power of the internet 

for good.   

Will Gardner OBE
Director 

UK Safer Internet Centre
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Sharing as a way to learn, 
create, connect and play
Young people are sharing a variety of different 
content online, and it is forming an integral part 
of what they are doing on the internet. From 
Stories, to their own photos and videos, it is clear 
that young people are creating their own content 
as much as sharing what already exists. The wide 
spectrum of what they are sharing, as well as the 
platforms and services they use, demonstrate 
how important sharing is for young people 
to learn new things, connect with each other, 
harness their creativity and inspire others.  
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Stories (e.g. Instagram, 
Snapchat, Facebook)

60%

Someone else's 
photos or videos

59%

My own thoughts 
or ideas 

67%

My own photos or videos
71%

My own photos which 
include other people

68%
Top 5 things 
8-17s have 

shared online in 
the last year…

‘Stories’ are a popular feature on 
many social media services. They 
allow users to create photo and video 
collections that can be viewed only 
a few times before disappearing, 
usually after 24 hours. This feature 
usually allows users to add content 
throughout the day, keeping it 
together in one place, separately from 
the main profile of the user. Some 
services allow the user to archive their 
own Stories for others to view as part 
of a permanent collection on their 
profile. Stories do have privacy and 
reporting features as well as allowing 
viewers to comments or message. 
This type of ‘ephemeral’ or ‘expiring’ 
content was launched by Snapchat 
in 2013 with many other services 
now offering this feature such as 
Instagram, Facebook, WhatsApp 
and YouTube. Very popular amongst 
teens, it allows for quick and regular 
content to be created and viewed 
without cluttering the main profile or 
feed of the user.
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Music playlists 
(e.g. through Spotify)

22%

Stories 
(e.g. Instagram, 

Snapchat, Facebook)

27% My own 
thoughts or 

ideas
26%

My own photos 
or videos

24%

My own photos 
which include 
other people

21%

A typical 
day of 
sharing

 
(in the life of an 8-17 year old)

On a daily basis: 

27% of 8-17s are sharing Stories, 
making this type of content 

the most popular to be shared on a daily 
basis. Girls (31%) are more likely to share 
Stories than boys (24%).

26% of 8-17s are sharing their own 
thoughts or ideas, with 13-17s 

(30%) more likely than 8-12s (22%) to do so.

24% are sharing their own photos 
and videos, with girls (29%) 

more likely than boys (20%).

22% are sharing music playlists, for 
example through Spotify.

21% are sharing their own photos 
which include other people, 

with girls more likely (24%) than boys (17%).
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At least once a day… Total 8–12 13–17

Stories (e.g. Instagram, Snapchat, Facebook) 27% 20% 35%

My own thoughts or ideas 26% 22% 30%

My own photos or videos 24% 9% 29%

Music playlists (e.g. through Spotify) 22% 16% 27%

My own photos which include other people 21% 16% 25%

Livestream (e.g. Instagram, Facebook, Twitter) 19% 14% 24%

Links to websites and articles 19% 14% 23%

Someone else’s photos or videos 18% 13% 23%

Screenshots of other people’s photos, comments or messages 18%  13% 23%

An inspiring quote 13%  11% 14%

Support for a campaign, a social movement or a petition 8% 7% 9%

How many young people share the following  
at least once a day (e.g. on WhatsApp, Instagram, 
Snapchat, Xbox etc.) ‘My friend posted me a picture 

of her climbing this really 
high rock climbing wall, and 
I’m really scared of heights 
personally. But it actually 
inspired me to face my fear.’

‘One time I got emailed by my 
friend and he said maybe we 
could try out a new programme. 
So we tried it, and we had lots 
of fun together and we posted 
different coding games.’These results demonstrate how young people are 

sharing a variety of content on a very regular basis. 
Whilst 13-17s are reporting much higher levels of sharing 
content, it is interesting to note the significant numbers 
of 8-12s who are also doing so, particularly on services 
that have age limits of 13+. For example, 1 in 5 of 8-12s 
are sharing Stories on a daily basis. 

Overall, girls are more likely to share content than boys 
such as Stories, photos or videos and campaigns or 
petitions. Where girls and boys report similar levels of 
sharing is when there are links to websites and articles, 
music playlists or livestreaming.

The figures also reveal the way that young people are 
sharing content to inspire others and take positive action. 

42% of young people have shared support for a 
campaign, social movement or petition in the 

last year with 8% doing this on a daily basis. Over half 
(53%) of 13-17s have done this. Girls also report being 
more likely to do this (46%) than boys (38%).

13% of 8-17s share an inspiring quote on a daily 
basis.
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The internet is integral to how young people learn, connect and feel part of 
a larger community. Sharing content is a key part of this.

70% of young people say that being online helps them understand what’s happening in the world.

Connect and learn 

65% say they would feel disconnected 
from the world if they couldn’t be online 

with 13-17s (72%) significantly more 
likely to feel this way than 8-12s (57%)

60% say they have only seen or heard 
about certain issues or news because 
they heard about it from the internet

51% have found other people like them 
by being online and sharing content, 

with 48% finding people different  
to them

Inspire and take action 

43% say they have been  
inspired to take action because of 

something they saw online, with almost 
half (48%) saying being online makes 

them feel that their voice or actions matter 

By being online, 47% of young people 
feel they can make a positive difference 

for themselves and others

54% would post about something 
they’ve seen that’s unfair to raise 

awareness

Support and positivity 

46% say that the internet has helped 
them through a difficult time

67% say it’s easier to find out about 
topics they are nervous about online 

than offline 

61% say that someone shared 
something about them online that they 
liked or that made them feel good, with 
a quarter saying this happened weekly



Navigating permission online – 
asking, giving and saying no
Sharing online is evidently a mainstay of how 
children and young people are interacting 
with each other. Whilst this offers many 
positive opportunities, challenges emerge. 
Knowing what and who to share with, and 
how to say no, is an area that children and 
young people are having to navigate on a 
daily basis. Navigating consent online is 
complex, and presents difficulties for young 
people as they develop norms and attempt to 
put them into practice.   
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84% of young people believe 
everyone on the internet has a 
responsibility to be respectful  
to others.

Young people are developing a set of beliefs and norms 
when it comes to consent online and the majority 
have positive attitudes about when they should ask 
permission. This is played out across private and public 
online spaces as well as with regards to different types 
of online interactions. The results also show that young 
people are sometimes divided in opinion about whether 
they think permission should be sought.

• Half (51%) think that their friends should ask their 
permission before tagging them or sharing a photo 
or video of them online. Girls (54%) are more likely to 
think this than boys (47%).

• Only 37% of young people think their parents should 
ask their permission before tagging or sharing a 
photo or video of them online. 

Young people recognise the difference between public 
and private online spaces with almost a third (32%) 
saying it’s ok to share a photo or video with others that 
has been made public. In comparison, only 9% think 
it’s ok to share something that has been sent in a direct 
message.

68% of 8-17s say they would report something that had 
been shared about them without their permission, with 
63% saying they would report if it happened to a friend.

What are young people’s attitudes 
to consent online?

‘If you take a photo of you and 
your friend, asking permission 
means asking someone if 
they don’t mind you posting 
it. Because if you don’t it’s not 
really fair on them.’
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How confident are young people in 
asking and giving permission online? 

Not only do they have certain attitudes and beliefs 
on when they should ask permission; broadly, 
around 4 in 5 young people feel confident about 
giving and asking for consent online. The top 5 
things they feel confident doing are: 

Telling a parent not to share something 
about me that I don’t want online (85%)

Asking a parent to take down something 
they posted about me online (84%)

Knowing what I shouldn’t share online 
because it may make someone 
uncomfortable (83%)

Telling a friend not to share something about 
me that I don’t want online (82%)

Knowing when and how to ask permission 
to post something about someone else 
online (81%)

‘I was asking my mum 
– Why did you do this 
[share a video without 

asking] I didn’t want this 
to happen. But luckily it 
wasn’t that bad and my 

mum apologised.’ 



‘I feel confident about…’
(8-17 year olds)

‘Reporting something about 
me that was posted online 

without my permission’
73%

‘What I shouldn’t share 
online because it may 
make someone else 
feel uncomfortable’
83%

‘Knowing when and 
how to ask permission 
to post something about 
someone else online’
81%

‘Knowing what my friends 
do or don’t want me to 
share about them online’
81%

‘Asking a friend to take 
down something they 

posted about me online’
79%

‘Knowing how to 
say no to someone 

who wanted to 
post something 
about me online’

79%

‘Telling a friend not to 
share something about 
me that I don’t want online’
82%

‘Asking a parent 
to take down 

something they 
posted about me 

online’
84%

‘Telling a parent not 
to share something 

about me that I 
don’t want online’

85%

‘Asking everyone around me if 
it is ok before I livestream’

77%
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‘Check with a friend 
before adding them to a 

group chat’

74%

'Ask my friend for their permission before a 
photo or video they are in' 70% saying they 

would ask their parent.

73%

‘Report something about 
me that has been shared 
without my permission’

68%

‘Post about something I've 
seen or experienced that's 
unfair, to raise awareness’ 

54%

‘Report something about a 
friend that has been shared 

without their permission’

63%

‘Ask my parents if it’s ok to 
use their phone or tablet to 

watch something’

81%

How likely are young  
people to act positively 

when seeking permission?
Whilst young people reported having positive attitudes and confidence in seeking 
and giving permission, we then went on to ask how likely they were to act upon 

this. Encouragingly, the majority of young people say they are likely to ask for 
permission to take or share content online or report something that has breached 
consent. The results show that they want to do the right thing when it comes to 

consent online. 64% say that if a friend asked them to take down something they 
had posted with them in it, they would always do it.
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Asking, giving and receiving permission online is complex. 
Young people have an understanding that there are 
emerging norms when it comes to consent online but they 
have some difficulties in practically navigating this. There 
is also a lack of clarity and consensus when it comes 
to when and how to ask for permission online which is 
causing confusion for many young people. Almost half 
(48%) of 8-17s say that people their age don’t always 
think before they post something online, with this rising 
from 42% of 8-12s to 53% of 13-17s.

• Whilst the majority (73%) say they will ask a friend for 
permission before posting a photo or video that they 
are in, in the last year:
 – Only half of young people (50%) said a friend has 

asked them if they could share something about 
them online

 – 45% of young people have had a friend share 
something about them online without their permission

 – 52% say someone they know shared a photo or 
video online of them without asking first

• Almost a third (32%) would not be likely to ask the 
people around them if it is ok to livestream.

• 44% have had someone send them a screenshot of a 
private conversation with someone else, even though 
only 9% think it’s ok to share something that has been 
sent in a direct message.

• 29% are likely to use someone else’s account on a 
shared device without checking with them first.

• Over a quarter (27%) said they would be likely to read 
a friend’s messages without permission.

‘It think it’s hard to say no 
because it would just be a 

waste of time taking a photo 
if you said no, if they wanted 

to post it online and you 
wouldn’t let them.’ 

‘I find it impossible to say no to 
someone online. I struggle with it 
because I don’t really want to hurt 

their feelings. Plus, I don’t want this 
to be shared but I also don’t really 

want to say no because I almost want 
them to feel like they can come to me 
and they can laugh with me and joke 

around with me.’ 

Similarly, whilst they report feeling confident, with 82% 
saying they feel confident enough to tell a friend not to 
share something about them online, when asked about 
particular situations they are coming into difficulties. Even 
when permission is sought, they can still struggle to say 
no with over a third (34%) saying that they said yes to 
something about them being shared online, even though 
they didn’t really want to. 

Two in five (42%) young people report that in the last 
year, their parents have shared something without 
asking, with 15% saying this happens on a weekly basis. 

15% of 8-17s worry about losing 
control of a photo or video they 
have shared online, with girls (18%) 
more likely to feel this way  
than boys (12%).

Young people face difficulties 
when applying consent in practice
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In the last year, has the 
following happened?

8-17s report the difficulties of navigating consent

‘A friend shared 
something about 
me online without 
my permission’

45% 

‘My parent(s) 
shared something 
about me online 

without my 
permission’

42%

‘Someone put me 
into a group chat 
that I didn’t want 
to be in without 
asking me (like a 

WhatsApp group)’
42%

‘Someone shared 
a photo or video of 
me online without 

asking first’
52%

‘Someone shared 
something with me 
that I didn’t want to 

see (e.g. by tagging or 
in a direct message)’

41%

‘I asked someone to 
remove something 

they’d posted 
about me online’

35%

‘I said yes to 
something about 
me being shared 

online, even though 
I didn’t really want to’

34%
‘A friend has asked 

me to remove 
something I’ve 

shared about them’
28%



Our Internet, Our Choice | Understanding Consent in a Digital World | Why is consent online being breached?  | 15

Top 5 reasons

Parents share without asking

 They don’t think it is a big 
deal (30%)

They think others will enjoy it 
(26%)

They feel they have the right 
to share it (21%)

They don’t know they need 
to ask for permission (19%)

I don’t know 
(10%)

Friends share without asking

They don’t think it is a big 
deal (35%)

They think others will enjoy it 
(28%)

They don’t know they need 
to ask for permission (24%)

They feel they have the right 
to share it  (18%)

To hurt or embarrass 
someone (13%)

It is clear that how, when and what 
permission should be sought is causing 
difficulties for many young people. 
Young people view the motivations for 
sharing without consent as a complex 
combination of factors. Our research 
shows that young people may not know 
they need to seek permission, or may 
not understand the impact that sharing 
without consent can have. In some 
cases, young people feel that the desire 
to share content that others will enjoy 
means that they don’t ask for permission 
first. When asked, a minority of young 
people thought that consent was being 
breached to hurt or embarrass someone. 
Although they did think friends were more 
likely to share without permission for this 
reason (13%) than parents (4%). 

Why is consent online being breached?
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My parent(s) shared a photo or 
video about me online without 

asking me first

Didn’t mind

50%
Angry

16%

Anxious or 
not in control

25%

Someone I know shared a photo 
or video online of me without 

asking me first

Someone sent me a screenshot of 
a private conversation between 

them and another person

I saw something about 
me online that I didn’t 

want up there

Didn’t mind

34%
Angry

27%

Anxious or 
not in control

39%
Didn’t mind

15%
Angry

44%

Anxious or 
not in control

46%

Didn’t mind

37%
Angry

19%

Anxious or 
not in control

35%

 How does the following 
make you feel?

When consent is not asked or given online,  
this is having a real impact on young people. 

‘Once one of my mum’s 
friends took a picture of 
me crying which really got 
me a bit angry’

‘I do not want someone 
seeing me looking really 
bad online and then it 
going viral’



Consent becomes more complex online as young 
people are not only navigating their interpersonal 
relationships but also the services they use. 

1 in 10 young people have thought about 
stopping using social media because they are 
worried that there’s too much information about 
them online. Only 14% of 8-17s feel completely 
in control of what happens to their personal 
information online like their name, age and 
where they live. 

Importantly, 1 in 5 young people say if it was a 
service that they really wanted to be on, they 
would always accept the terms and conditions.
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Conclusion
This snapshot of children and young people’s online lives 
reveals a complex picture of how consent is sought, 
given and received online. Children and young people 
are sharing a variety of different content on a daily basis 
and it is helping them navigate and understand the world 
that they live in. They are using it to connect with others, 
both similar and different to them, help them through 
difficulties and importantly be part of a wider community, 
using it to make their voices heard. 

However, the myriad of ways in which they use the 
internet, the fast-paced nature of the technology they 
use and the lack of clear guidance on what, how and 
when permission should be sought is causing difficulties 
for many children and young people. 

Overall, young people are communicating positive 
attitudes and feel confident about giving and asking for 
consent. However in practice they can struggle to say 
no, and this is a complex situation for young people to 
navigate. In some situations, young peoples’ confidence 
translates well to their behaviour, and they are very 
good at asking for consent. However in other situations, 
consent is often breached and there can be confusion 
over when they should or shouldn’t ask for consent. 
In addition, the interaction they are having with many 
different services, apps and sites means that they can 
feel uninformed or worried about what is happening to 
their information. 

It’s all too clear that when it goes wrong, that young 
people are feeling the effects. When proper permission is 
not sought and received, children and young people can 
feel angry, anxious and not in control.  

The gap between young people’s attitudes and practice 
is something that we can build upon. Interestingly the 
majority of young people do not think that consent is 
breached out of maliciousness but because it isn’t seen 
as important, or that others don’t know it should be 
sought. 

It is essential that we all see it as our responsibility to 
support young people to practically apply consent 
online. We must move beyond educating them on what 
they should do online, but work with them to figure out 
how to. It is the practical application of asking and giving 
consent in an informed, empowered and meaningful way 
that we must strive for. 

Our work creating educational materials for our Safer 
Internet Day 2019 campaign has begun this important 
work. We all need to work together to continue it, to 
better support young people.
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Our Recommendations
Young people are already building 
positive norms that are based on 
respect and consent. They need to be 
empowered to apply this in practice and 
take control of their online lives so they 
can harness and use the positive power 
of the internet for good. We want young 
people to be curious about the way 
that the internet works. From gaming, 
chatting, livestreaming to searching 
for information online, we want young 
people to explore, understand and 
challenge their ideas on how information 
and content is collected, shared and 
used online. It’s important that they are 
aware that it’s ok to not always know 
what the right thing is, but that they can 
ask when unsure. It is vital that young 
people have places to go to for support, 
whether that is friends, family or school, 
so that they can get help when they have 
worries or something goes wrong.

Parents and carers are an important 
source of support for children and young 
people. Children and young people need 
support in exploring how to ask and 
give permission. Parents and carers can 
play a huge part in this by role modelling 
the behaviour they want to see in their 
children. This begins with having regular 
and open conversations with them about 
what their digital life is like, how being 
online makes them feel and also how 
they may respond to different situations. 
Being honest about not knowing all the 
answers, sometimes getting it wrong 
and recognising how complicated it 

can be navigating the online world can 
allow young people to also open up 
about their doubts. Talking about how 
as a family you decide how and when 
to seek permission online may open up 
important conversations about sharing 
in general and unlock their worries or 
concerns about other online issues. 

It can be hard but it’s important to get 
the balance right and look at both the 
positive and negative aspects of being 
online and empower children with safe 
choices. The internet can give children 
countless opportunities, and parents and 
carers can really help them make the 
most of it. 

Schools are important part of the 
puzzle in helping children and young 
people navigate the complexities of 
online life. Helping them apply positive 
norms based on respect and consent 
in a practical way will benefit the whole 
school community. Whatever the subject, 
whether it is Computing to Relationships 
and Sex Education, PSHE or History, 
all school staff can have a role to play in 
educating children and young people to 
use technology respectfully, critically and 
creatively. This report shows that young 
people need practical strategies to ask, 
give and receive permission and schools 
can be at the forefront of helping them 
develop these. Using scenario-based 
situations and being curious, enthusiastic 
and encouraging about young people’s 
digital lives will allow them to try and test 

different strategies. Knowing that the 
school environment celebrates their online 
life and can show them opportunities to 
learn and connect can galvanise young 
people to help create a better internet and 
be part of a wider community. 

Technology companies need to create 
an online environment that fosters 
respect and informed consent at the 
heart of all interactions online. This 
includes designing services and updates 
at inception that prioritise healthy 
interactions. It is important that they 
recognise and respond to the risks of 
sharing content as well as how and 
when users are informed about what 
happens to content about them. It 
also involves technology companies 
reflecting on seeking consent beyond 
terms and conditions and thinking 
about how users are actively informed 
throughout their experience on the apps, 
sites and services they use. Collecting 
data about children and young people 
must be done openly and to make their 
digital lives genuinely better and they 
must be encouraged and supported to 
know what happens to their information.  
Technology companies must listen to 
the fact that young people are worried 
about the information about them online 
and recognise the impact this has. To 
ensure that young people’s needs are 
understood and prioritised, it is essential 
for technology companies to hear 
directly from young people to shape the 
design and delivery of their services.

Government need to provide the culture 
in which all of the above can function and 
thrive – for example, by ensuring that 
there are opportunities in the curriculum 
for children on how to practically apply 
consent online. Teaching young people 
to be aware, develop their critical thinking 
and resist pressure online is crucial. 
Teachers and all professionals working 
with children need support, training and 
resources in order to do this. Government 
also need to ensure that parents and 
carers have access to appropriate and 
practical information and sources of 
support, as well as that industry embed 
child safety by design. They must 
also take the lead in governance and 
legislation, and ultimately ensure the 
safety and wellbeing of children and 
young people through effective child 
protection strategies for the online world. 



Everyone has a responsibility to make a positive 
difference online. We can all promote the positive 
by being kind and respectful to others and 
seeking out positive opportunities to create and 
connect. We can all respond to the negative by 
reporting any inappropriate or illegal content, and 
by being there for our friends and family. 

Safer Internet Day aims to not only create a 
safer internet but also a better internet, where 
everyone is empowered to use technology 
responsibly, respectfully, critically and creatively.

We can all stand up for an internet that is based 
on respect and consent.

It’s Our Internet, Our Choice. 
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