A child-safety ban that risks hiding
children rather than making platforms safe

Plain language translation

At face value
The government is saying:

Children are being harmed by social media. Parents cannot fight platform design, algorithms,
addictive feeds, livestreaming, stranger contact and age-inappropriate content on their own.
Technology companies have failed to make their services safe enough. So the government will
set a national rule: under-16s should not be offered access to certain social media platforms. It
will also restrict high-risk functions, including livestreaming and stranger communication, across
wider online services such as gaming. It will require stronger age checks and ask Ofcom to
assess effective age assurance methods. (GOV.UK) (GOV.UK)

This is the clearest and strongest version of the government’s case: parents need help, children
need protection, and platforms have not earned the right to keep designing children’s online
lives around engagement, attention and data extraction.

What’s left unsaid

The government’s framing compresses a much more mixed picture into a simpler public
mandate. Its progress statement says 90% of parents who responded supported a minimum
age of at least 16 for children to access social media. But it also says only 19% of children
supported a minimum age of 16 across all social media platforms, while 66% of children and
young people supported age restrictions on at least some social media sites. The government
itself says children tend to favour a more selective approach, restricting functions rather than
banning access altogether. (GOV.UK)

The government also acknowledges that online life is not only harmful. Its consultation found
that being online can help children make friends, feel less alone, learn skills, access information
and connect with people they would not otherwise meet. It specifically notes the importance of
online support for marginalised children, including LGBTQ+ children, children with SEND, and
children with limited access to trusted adults. (GOV.UK)

The missing question is therefore not “are there online harms?” There clearly are. The missing
question is: does a broad age ban reduce harm, or does it move children out of visible,
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regulated spaces into less visible ones while leaving the unsafe design of platforms mostly
intact?

The government says this is about giving power back to parents. Operationally, however, the
policy gives more gatekeeping power to platforms, regulators and age-assurance systems. The
state sets the rule, Ofcom defines and enforces parts of it, platforms decide how to verify users,
and age-verification providers may become part of everyday access to online life.

9 out of 10 claim and wider data

The “9 out of 10 parents” claim is one of the government’s most important rhetorical devices. It
is not best read as a lie. It is better read as an overextended mandate. The government’s own
evidence shows strong parental support among respondents, but it also shows that children and
young people were far less supportive of a blanket age-16 rule across all social media. Only
19% supported that full approach, while 66% supported restrictions on at least some social
media sites. The government has therefore taken a mixed and contested evidence base and led
with the statistic that gives the cleanest political permission. The result is a policy story where
parental anxiety becomes democratic authority, while children’s more selective and conditional
views become easier to ignore.

The data tells a more complicated story than the government’s headline. There is strong
evidence that parents want action, and many support a higher minimum age. But the “9 in 10
parents” line comes from consultation respondents and should not be treated as proof that 9 out
of 10 UK parents support the final policy. The nationally representative parent panel still shows
strong support, at 76%, but that is different from the government’s cleaner public message.

The bigger problem is that the youth data points in another direction. Children and young people
are not mostly saying “leave everything as it is”. They are saying “make it safer, but do not ban
everything”. In the representative panel, only 29% supported a full under-16 ban, while 48%
preferred selective access. Among 10- to 12-year-olds and 13- to 15-year-olds, the most
common answer was also selective access. The government’s own progress statement says
only 19% of consulted children and young people supported a minimum age of 16 across all
social media, while 66% supported restrictions on at least some social media sites.

The strongest shared mandate is therefore not a blanket ban. It is targeted intervention: restrict
stranger contact, livestreaming, location sharing, addictive design, harmful recommendations,
unsafe image-sharing, age-inappropriate Al chatbot functions and excessive use. The data
shows a real safety problem and a real demand for action. It does not show that the
government’s chosen headline is the whole truth.

Euphemism and economic framing decoder

Phrase What it sounds like What it often means



“give kids their
childhood back”

“line in the sand”

“side with families
over tech
companies”

“put power back
in parents’ hands”

“same model as
Australia”

“go further than a
blanket ban”

“highly effective
age assurance”

“children will still
be able to go
online safely”

“learning, news,
games and
staying in touch”

“more time for
play”

a simple moral
rescue of children
from harm

strong leadership and
a clear boundary

parents and children
are being protected
from corporate harm

parents regain
control

a tested international
model

a more sophisticated
policy

a technical fix for
underage access

reassurance that the
internet remains
open

the useful parts of the
internet will be
preserved

a healthier offline
childhood

online life is framed mainly as theft from childhood,
which can erase the legitimate needs children
meet online, including learning, support, identity
and friendship

a complex design, enforcement and wellbeing
problem is turned into a symbolic access rule

the debate is reduced to families versus big tech,
leaving out children’s own views, privacy concerns,
small platforms, youth services and marginalised
groups

parents may gain a shared rule, but practical
power moves to platforms, Ofcom, verification
tools and compliance systems

Australia is still an enforcement experiment, with
its regulator reporting that a substantial proportion
of under-16s continued to retain accounts, create
accounts or pass age assurance systems (eSafety
Commissioner)

wider controls will apply to functions across other
services, including gaming, so the policy is not
only about named social media platforms
(GOV.UK)

stronger identity checks may become normalised
for children and adults, including possible facial
recognition checks for some adults (GOV.UK)

safe access depends on how exemptions are
defined, how mixed-use platforms are treated, and
whether alternatives are genuinely available
(GOV.UK)

the government promises continuity, but many
children currently access learning, news, hobbies
and peer support through mixed social platforms,
especially YouTube and gaming spaces

this only works if children have safe places,
money, transport, youth services, clubs, sport, arts
and trusted adults available offline
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Rhetorical trick

The main rhetorical trick is moral compression.

The government takes a complex systems problem, including platform design, algorithmic
recommendation, commercial incentives, parental capacity, peer pressure, youth loneliness,
mental health, privacy, enforcement and digital literacy, and compresses it into a simpler moral
story: social media took childhood, government will give it back.

That framing uses several devices.

Device

loaded
language

false dilemma

cherry-picking
or mandate
inflation

framing bias

false
efficiency

silence and
omission

How it appears here

phrases like “give kids their
childhood back”, “line in the
sand” and “tech giants had their
chance”

the issue is framed as families
versus tech companies

“9in 10 parents” is
foregrounded, while children’s
lower support for a full social
media age-16 rule is less
prominent

the policy is framed as child
protection, not as mass
age-gating or identity-check
infrastructure

banning accounts can look like
a measurable success

children who rely on online
spaces for support are
mentioned in evidence, but not
central in the headline story

Why it matters

the words make the policy feel morally
obvious before the details are tested

there are other options, including stricter
safety-by-design duties,
recommender-system restrictions, privacy
reform, child-centred platform audits and
targeted function restrictions

it turns a mixed youth mandate into a
cleaner political mandate

the privacy and exclusion costs become
harder to see

account removal does not prove reduced
harm if children move to other accounts,
adult accounts, VPNs or less regulated
spaces

edge cases are treated as complications
rather than design tests



The rhetoric matters because a ban can be both well-intentioned and poorly matched to the
need. The additional logic and rhetoric guidance identifies false dilemmas, cherry-picking,
framing bias, loaded language, trade-off opacity and omissions as key ways political language
can narrow public understanding.

Systems and consequences lens

Ignored needs

The government names the need for safety clearly. It is less clear about several other needs:

Ignored or

underweighted need

safe connection

private support

identity and belonging

learning and curiosity

privacy

agency

enforcement clarity

platform redesign

trusted reporting

equitable offline
alternatives

Why it matters

children use online spaces to maintain friendships, find peers and
avoid isolation

some children seek help online because offline adults are unsafe,
unavailable or unsupportive

LGBTQ+ children, neurodivergent children and children with SEND
may rely on online communities for recognition and advice

video platforms, forums and creator spaces often function as
informal education

age assurance can increase data collection, identity checks and
biometric risk

older children need graduated responsibility, not a sudden jump
from exclusion to exposure

a rule that cannot be enforced creates symbolic safety and
practical evasion

harmful recommender systems, addictive feeds and commercial
profiling may survive the ban

if harm goes underground, children may be less likely to report
bullying, coercion or exploitation

“more time offline” depends on youth centres, transport, money,
disability access and local provision

The government’s own progress statement recognises both sides: online spaces can expose
children to bullying, exploitation, harmful content and excessive use, but can also help children



learn, connect and find support. It also says academic responses highlight a lack of certainty on
causation, and that the impact of social media is nuanced, with harms concentrated among
higher-risk individuals and credible concerns around features that promote excessive use.
(GOV.UK)

Short-term consequences

The policy will probably create immediate reassurance for many parents. A national rule
reduces the social pressure on individual parents who currently have to say no while other
families say yes. It also sends a clear message to platforms that underage use is no longer a
tolerated side effect.

But the short-term risk is displacement. Children may use older accounts, parents’ accounts,
VPNs, shared devices, less regulated platforms, gaming spaces, private groups or overseas
services. The government has already acknowledged concerns about VPN use and says it has
commissioned research to understand children’s use of VPNs and the risks involved. (GOV.UK)

Medium-term consequences
The medium-term result depends on what gets measured.

If the government measures success by accounts removed, the policy can look effective while
harm moves elsewhere. If it measures exposure to harmful content, grooming attempts,
unwanted sexual contact, bullying, sleep disruption, distress, self-harm pathways, privacy
breaches and displacement, the policy becomes much harder to fake.

The Australian experience is a warning. Australia’s eSafety Commissioner says platforms
removed, deactivated or restricted access to a significant number of accounts, but also says a
substantial proportion of under-16s continued to retain accounts, create new accounts or pass
age assurance systems. eSafety also identified poor practices, including children being
encouraged to attempt age assurance despite being under 16, repeated attempts at the same
age assurance method, weak reporting pathways and platforms that appeared not to have done
enough. (eSafety Commissioner)

Long-term consequences
The long-term risk is that the ban becomes a substitute for safer design.

If children are simply removed from mainstream platforms, the platforms may avoid deeper
reform of recommendation systems, engagement incentives, data extraction, advertising models
and product safety. Amnesty argues that the problem is not children’s existence on social
media, but platforms that are unsafe by design, and that children should not have to surrender

privacy to participate in modern digital life. (Amnesty International UK)
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5Rights makes a similar design argument from a child-safety perspective. It welcomes the
government’s move as a first step, but says age restrictions alone cannot solve harmful
recommender systems, addictive design features and commercial practices that prioritise
engagement over wellbeing. (5rights)

Shift in burden

The government has taken real steps to regulate technology companies. The Online Safety Act
gives platforms duties to assess risks, remove illegal content, protect children from harmful
material and enforce age limits, with Ofcom able to investigate and fine providers. The new
proposal goes further by requiring under-16 restrictions and blocking high-risk functions such as
livestreaming and stranger communication.

But the policy also shifts the burden of safety. Companies carry legal compliance duties, but
users carry the practical checkpoint. Adults may have to prove their age. Children may lose
access. Parents may have to police workarounds. Ofcom has to turn political promises into
technical standards. Age-assurance providers may gain a new market. Schools and youth
services may be expected to provide offline alternatives.

The key question is whether the government is making platforms safe at source, or mainly
making children prove they should be kept out. A needs-centred policy would force companies
to change harmful design, recommender systems, data practices, contact pathways and
addictive features. A gatekeeping policy may reduce some exposure, but it risks turning safety
into access control while leaving the deeper business model largely intact.

Decoded

The government’s surface frame is access: should children under 16 be allowed on social
media?

The deeper systems frame is architecture: why are platforms built in ways that make children
vulnerable to harm, and why have regulators, companies and governments not already forced
safer design?

A needs-centred policy would not stop at “keep children out”. It would ask:

Enforceability What must be proven
test
harm reduction children are exposed to less grooming, abuse, self-harm content, eating

disorder content, pornography, bullying and coercive contact

displacement children are not pushed into more hidden or less regulated spaces
control
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privacy protection  age checks do not create excessive identity, biometric or tracking
infrastructure

design reform algorithms, autoplay, infinite scroll, livestreaming, stranger contact and
addictive features change

equality impact marginalised children are not disproportionately cut off from help,
identity support or trusted communities

redress wrongly blocked children, adults and families can challenge errors

platform companies prove safety before exposing children to risky features
accountability

offline substitution  children have real offline places to go, not just a slogan about play

The ban becomes unignorable only if it changes the system that creates harm. It becomes
ignorable if it mainly changes the visibility of children.

Control spectrum lens

Who’s speaking Claimed concern Actual control goal

UK government protect children, back set a visible national boundary, show action
parents, restore against platforms, and move enforcement
childhood into regulation and age assurance

Prime Minister and  take power from tech define what counts as safe and

Technology giants and give it back to  age-appropriate access at state level

Secretary parents

Ofcom make online services define age assurance standards, assess

safer and enforce duties  compliance, and build a workable
enforcement regime

major platforms comply with child-safety =~ minimise liability, preserve core business
law models, influence scope and decide how
age checks work in practice

age assurance prove age accurately and become part of a new compliance market

providers fairly for online identity and verification

parents and carers  keep children safe and gain a shared rule, but may still manage
reduce household workarounds, disputes and children’s

conflict distress



children under 16 be protected from harm keep safe access to learning, friendship,
support, creativity and identity without being
over-surveilled

16- and gain more independence avoid a sudden cliff edge, while still facing
17-year-olds default restrictions on high-risk functions

child-safety charities reduce preventable harm keep pressure on platforms so the ban does
not replace safety-by-design

civil liberties and protect rights and stop child protection becoming a route to
privacy groups expression routine identity checks and surveillance
schools and youth support healthier receive the resources needed to make
services childhoods offline alternatives real

small or non-profit provide safer or niche avoid being priced out by costly age
platforms alternatives assurance and compliance systems

Key inversion

The government says the ban takes power away from technology companies and puts it back in
parents’ hands. The practical system may do something different.

It may take some pressure off parents, but it also gives major platforms, verification vendors and
regulators more control over who can enter online spaces. It may reduce children’s exposure to
some harms, but it may also reduce children’s agency, privacy and access to support. It may
punish big platforms politically, but large companies may be better able to afford age assurance,
legal compliance and regulatory negotiation than smaller, safer or non-profit alternatives.

The inversion is this:

A policy framed as taking power from big tech may, if poorly designed, entrench big tech by
making compliance expensive, identity-heavy and easier for large firms than small competitors.

Taylor Lorenz’s uploaded Guardian article makes this criticism directly, arguing that age
verification may hand large platforms or third-party vendors more sensitive information and
make it harder for small, privacy-centred competitors to operate. The government’s own fact
sheet says some adults may be asked to complete age verification and that this could be as
simple as a facial recognition check, which shows why privacy is not a side issue. (GOV.UK)

Timeline reframing
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Time
frame

Short-ter
m

Medium-t
erm

Long-ter
m

Consequence of action

parents gain a shared rule, platforms
prepare age checks, under-16s face loss
of access to certain services, and some
children begin looking for workarounds

enforcement disputes grow, age
assurance becomes normalised, some
harm may fall on mainstream platforms,
but some may move into hidden spaces

the policy could become a serious
guardrail if paired with design reform,
privacy protection and displacement
tracking; otherwise it becomes symbolic
compliance

Consequence of inaction

parents remain isolated, platforms
continue underage access, and
existing safety duties may feel too
slow or weak

the Online Safety Act continues to
carry the burden, but public pressure
rises if children remain exposed to
harmful design

harmful platform design becomes
normalised, unmet needs become
crises, and political demand for
harsher or less proportionate
measures grows

The key time-horizon issue is that the government is responding to immediate public pressure,
but the causes of harm are structural. Ofcom has already told major platforms to enforce
minimum ages, tackle grooming, make feeds safer and stop unsafe product testing on children.
It says children have been routinely exposed to risks they did not choose on services they
cannot realistically avoid. (www.ofcom.org.uk)

A ban can be a fast guardrail. It cannot be the whole architecture.

Honest reframes

1. The problem is not that children exist online. The problem is that major platforms are
designed to maximise engagement, attention and data extraction in ways that can harm
children.

2. Parents need collective support because individual household rules cannot defeat
platform incentives, peer pressure and algorithmic design.

3. A ban may reduce some exposure on mainstream platforms, but it will not automatically
reduce harm unless displacement is tracked.

4. Age checks can help enforce boundaries, but they cannot by themselves fix
recommender systems, addictive design or commercial profiling.

5. Removing children from unsafe spaces is not the same as making those spaces safe.

6. The government is right that platforms have failed, but a platform failure should not
become a child exclusion policy unless safer participation has genuinely been tried and
enforced.

7. The policy will be enforceable only if success is measured by reduced harm, not by the
number of blocked accounts.
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8. Children under 16 are not a single group. Their needs differ by age, disability, family
safety, geography, sexuality, mental health, income and access to trusted adults.

9. A policy that protects children from harm while cutting them off from support has solved
one need by denying another.

10. The real test is whether platforms lose the right to profit from unsafe design, not whether

children lose access to mainstream online spaces.

Needs table

Actor

children under
16

children in
marginalised
groups

16- and
17-year-olds

parents and
carers

bereaved
families and
campaigners

UK
government

Stated needs

protection from
harmful content,
strangers, bullying,
exploitation and
addictive design

equal protection
online

gradual
independence online

help keeping children
safe

prevention of future
harm

protect children, back
parents, act against
tech giants

Unstated needs

safe access to

friendship, learning,
creativity, identity, help

and privacy

private connection,
identity support, trusted
advice and community
when offline life is
unsafe or isolating

support, media literacy
and protection from
high-risk functions
without being treated as

incapable

a shared social rule so
they are not the only
household saying no

proof that serious loss
has led to structural

change

visible action, political
authority, and proof it
can govern digital life

Impact of outcome

may gain protection from
some mainstream platform
harms, but may lose safe
and useful access if the rule
is too broad

may be disproportionately
harmed if support spaces are
removed without
replacement

default restrictions may
reduce risk, but can also
delay learning and agency if
not paired with education

gain moral and practical
backing, but may still
manage workarounds and
conflict

may see the ban as
recognition, but may also
judge it inadequate if
platform design remains
harmful

gains a strong public
protection message, but
owns the consequences if
the ban fails or creates
privacy harms



Ofcom

major
platforms

age assurance
providers

schools and
youth services

small and
non-profit
platforms

civil liberties
groups

child-safety
charities

adults

enforce online safety
duties

comply with the law
and protect users

verify age accurately
and fairly

support healthier
childhoods

offer safer or more
focused communities

protect privacy,
expression and
access to information

stop preventable
online harm

access online
services without
unnecessary
surveillance

clear powers, funding,
evidence, technical
standards and political
cover

preserve revenue,
reduce liability, avoid

deeper redesign, shape

compliance standards

commercial growth and
infrastructure relevance

funding, staff, time,
training and local
capacity

avoid costly compliance
that favours incumbents

prevent child safety
from becoming routine
identity-check
infrastructure

keep accountability
focused on platforms,
not children

privacy, anonymity,

security and freedom of

expression

becomes central to judging
whether age assurance and
platform compliance are real

may lose some under-16
users, but may also gain
from a regime smaller rivals
cannot afford

may benefit financially from a
new verification market

become part of the promised
offline alternative, but only if
investment reaches children
who need it

may be squeezed if age
assurance becomes
expensive or legally complex

may be criticised as
obstructive unless they also
address real child harms

may support some age
restrictions while warning
that bans alone leave
protection gaps

may face more identity
checks if age assurance
becomes normalised

This table follows the user-needs distinction between primary needs, supporting needs,
emotional needs, social needs and high-level outcomes. It also avoids defining a need as the
government’s preferred solution.

Case study analysis: Australia as the enforcement

warning



Issue

Australia introduced a social media minimum age for under-16s before the UK announced its
own version. The UK government says it plans to use the same model, while adding stronger
requirements and wider restrictions on high-risk functions. (GOV.UK)

Dynamics
Dynamic

Erasure of real
needs

Violence
disguised as
pragmatism

Leadership
theatre

False efficiency

Luxury of
disconnection

Analysis

Australia’s early evidence shows why account access is a weak proxy for
safety. eSafety reported that platforms removed, deactivated or restricted
many accounts, but also that a substantial proportion of under-16s
continued to retain accounts, create accounts or pass age assurance
systems. (eSafety Commissioner)

“reasonable steps” sounds practical and flexible, but if it allows repeated
age-check attempts, weak reporting routes or inconsistent enforcement,
the burden shifts to children, parents and regulators. (eSafety
Commissioner)

Saying “we will follow Australia” gives the UK a ready-made story of bold
action. But Australia’s experience is still developing, and its own regulator
is investigating major platforms.

Preventing accounts from signing in can look like progress, but it does
not prove reduced harm if children move to other accounts, adult
accounts, VPNs or unregulated spaces.

Adults can talk about less scrolling as a general good, but some children
experience online spaces as help, belonging, education, identity and
safety. The government’s own consultation evidence recognises this,
especially for marginalised children. (GOV.UK)

Thesis reinforcement

Australia shows the Unignorable principle that erasure is not only harmful, it is inefficient. A
system that removes children from visible platforms without meeting the needs that drove them
there may create more policing, more evasion, more hidden harm and more distrust.

The lesson is not “do nothing”. The lesson is: do not confuse reduced visibility with reduced

harm.

Final civic judgement
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The government has correctly identified a real problem. Children face serious online harms, and
parents cannot solve platform-scale risks alone. Ofcom’s own work supports the claim that
major platforms have not done enough to enforce minimum ages, prevent grooming, make
feeds safer or test products safely before children use them. (www.ofcom.org.uk)

But the proposed ban is only partly needs-centred.
It meets the parent need for a shared rule.
It partly meets the child need for reduced exposure to mainstream platform harms.

It does not yet fully meet the child need for safe agency, private support, learning access,
identity, belonging or graduated digital independence.

It does not yet prove that harmful platform design will change.

It does not yet prove that age assurance can be accurate, fair, privacy-preserving and
enforceable at scale.

It does not yet prove that children will not move into less visible and less regulated spaces.

The NSPCC welcomes the ban but says Australia shows bans alone do not keep all children
safe, and that robust age checks, effective enforcement and action against addictive features
are needed. (NSPCC) The Molly Rose Foundation-hosted joint statement warns that blanket
bans could create a false sense of safety, push children and threats into other online spaces,
and remove lifelines for LGBTQ+ and neurodiverse children.

The most accurate Unignorable conclusion is this:

A ban may be useful as a temporary guardrail, but it becomes ignorable if it substitutes for safer
design. It becomes unenforceable if it relies on age checks without tracking displacement. It
becomes harmful if it protects the idea of childhood while ignoring the real children who need
safety, privacy, learning, belonging, support and agency.

The government should be judged by outcomes, not announcement value. The real measures
are fewer children harmed, fewer children isolated, fewer children pushed into hidden spaces,
fewer companies profiting from unsafe design, and fewer families left to manage a platform
problem alone.

Colophon

This analysis was generated by Unignorable, a civic clarity assistant designed to surface hidden
needs, assumptions, and consequences beneath civic and political language, clearly, plainly,
and without jargon. Made by Happygeneralist, Ryan Haney.
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