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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

OURTHREE TAKEAWAYS:

Young people increasingly feel that the cards
are stacked against their generation, and are
losing patience. Faced by out-of-reach house
prices, ballooning student debt, and reduced job
prospects, many are losing the fundamental belief
that a better future is possible.

This has negative implications for our
democracy and young people’s future within
it. They do not feel treated fairly nor taken
seriously by politicians, many of whom they
don’t trust. They also don’t feel properly
prepared to engage in the political system.

In spite of all that, young people want to get
involved in political activities and believe in the
UK as a place to invest time and energy in. When
they could be shutting down and blaming other
people, they are showing faith in the UK by getting
involved in the public square as best they can.

Trackers

The 2026 tracker results reveal a generation whose
optimism about their own lives remains relatively
stable, yet whose confidence in broader life chances
has deteriorated sharply. 63% of young people feel
optimistic about their personal future, matching
last year’s figure (63%). However, belief that they
will be better off than their parents has collapsed
from 63% in 2025 to just 36% in 2026, with the
share expecting to be worse off more than doubling.
Housing costs, financial pressure and job insecurity
are central to this shift.

Politically, young people have moved slightly
leftwards: 22% now place themselves on the
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OURTHREE ACTION POINTS:

Deliver bread and butter policies for young
people that deal with their financial worries
- from more affordable housing to more
support to get into the jobs market.

Young people demand and deserve a more honest
politics that restores their trust in the country.
Politicians should ditch the divisiveness and offer
some hope. Young people are also entitled to
proper civic education that helps them understand
how the system works.

Change the narrative around young people away
from a lazy generation that is moving to the
extremes to a generation made up of multitudes
of beliefs, backgrounds, and motivations. Many
of them feel broadly positive towards migrants,
hold a civic conception of British identity, and
believe in the UK’s global humanitarian role. Give
these varied voices space in public debate.

will be better off

than their parents.
This is down from 63% in 2025.

left, up from 17% last year, while the proportion
identifying with the right has fallen from 20% to
15%. Despite widespread mistrust in politics, young
people remain active: almost three quarters
engaged in at least one political or community
action in the past year (73%), most commonly
signing petitions or advocating via social media.

II Only 36% think they

Yet they do not feel the system works for them. Only
25% believe their generation is being treated fairly



believe their generation is being treated
fairly compared with older generations

compared with older generations (43% in 2025),
reflecting strong perceptions of intergenerational
inequality.

On voting intention, the Green party has made the
biggest move, with its share of the vote rising from
10% last year to 23% this year.

Overall, the tracker questions paint a picture of a

politically aware but frustrated generation whose
optimism is increasingly constrained by structural
barriers.

FINANCES

Financial pressures continue to dominate young
people’s priorities and fears. When presented
with a list of personal concerns, the top issues

were financial worries (45%), job insecurity or
unemployment (33%) and housing instability
(25%). Asked what would improve their lives, they
again prioritised higher wages or financial stability
(40%), followed by affordable housing (33%).
Over half of those earning under £35,000 selected
financial worries as one of their biggest concerns.
Nationally, young people ranked inflation and the
cost of living (39%) as the UK’s top issue, far ahead
of topics such as the UK’s relationship with Europe,
LGBTQ+ rights, or defence.

4 out of 5 top issues facing the UK are
bread & butter issues:

39% - inflation/cost of living
33% - housing offordability
33% - healthcare

27% - jobs/job security

Compared to last year, young people are becoming
more worried about their financial futures and
increasingly doubt they will ever be better off than
their parents’ generation. In focus groups and
interviews, these worries frequently spilled over into
expressions of frustration and anger with a political
system they feel is failing to deliver opportunities.

GEN Al

Al is viewed by young people with a mix of
apprehension and cautious optimism. Their
biggest fear is its impact on work: 26% rank ‘loss
of jobs’ as the number one threat, and 55% place
it in their top three, making it their strongest
concern across all Al risks. Conversely, the biggest
perceived benefit is Al's potential to support
education: 21% rank ‘help with learning’ as the
top benefit, and 53% include it in their top three.

I rank ‘loss of jobs’ as the
number one Al threat

Focus groups echoed this anxiety, with participants
describing companies’ enthusiasm for Al as deeply

unsettling for their own job prospects.

Young people also set clear boundaries on Al
use. They strongly oppose Al being used to
create sexually explicit or ‘undressed’ images of
real adults without consent, and 64% reject Al
providing romantic companionship.

Overall, young people primarily use Al for learning
and advice, and believe regulation should be a
shared responsibility between government, tech
companies and individuals.




MEDIA & INFORMATION

Social media dominates how young people get
information, with 61% using platforms like TikTok,
Instagram and X as regular news sources, compared
to just 16% who buy a newspaper. YouTube just
about outranks TV news (40% vs. 39%) as an
information channel. Yet focus groups reveal deep
unease about this reliance: many feel overwhelmed
by constant exposure to distressing content and
worry about misinformation, especially in an Al-driven
environment of fake accounts and bots.

Despite this, young people still differentiate
between platforms they use and platforms they
trust. The BBC remains the most trusted news
source, with 50% saying it is trustworthy
compared to 26% who disagree.

As in last year’s poll, a majority support banning
social media for under-16s (62% in favour, 35%
opposed). Young people also told us they want
clearer safeguards to protect users from harm
while maintaining access to reliable information.

GEOPOLITICS & DEFENCE

Young people are deeply aware of global
instability, yet geopolitical issues rank low

in their domestic priorities. Despite ongoing
conflicts in Ukraine, the Middle East and beyond,
only 9% place defence and security in their top
five issues for the UK - far below concerns like the
cost of living, housing, and healthcare.

would never take up
arms for Britain

Young people show a marked reluctance to

fight for Britain: 50% say they would never

take up arms, and only 38% would do so under
some circumstances. Willingness is even lower
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when asked about fighting for Europe (32%).
Interviewees often described contemporary wars as
pointless or politically driven: “No citizens actually
want war, it’s just the leaders ordering things.”

While hesitant about combat, young people believe
the UK has some responsibility to intervene
overseas, particularly in cases of human rights

abuses (average rating 6.7/10). 3 D/

They are also open to
reparations for former

think the UK hos
a responsibility

colonies, with 66% saying
tointervene in

‘yes’ or ‘maybe’.

they are concerned about global other countries
conflict, sceptical of military to [:h[I"E_I'Il_IIE
action, and more focused on the filuman rights II
domestic pressures shaping their abuses.

daily lives.

MIGRATION AND IDENTITY

Young people hold broadly positive and inclusive
views on migration and British identity. Over
half (51%) believe immigration has improved their
communities, and average warmth ratings toward
different migrant groups are positive across the
board (6.3/10 overall). International students
receive the warmest ratings (7.2), followed by
second-generation immigrants (6.8), while refugees
(5.9) and asylum seekers (5.4) receive the lowest—
but still net positive—scores.

2

believe immigration has

improved their communities
This openness is mirrored in young people’s civic
understanding of Britishness. Large majorities say

respecting UK laws (86%), speaking English (85%),
and holding citizenship (76%) matter for being
‘truly British.” By contrast, 69% reject Christianity
as a requirement, and opinions on being born in

Overall, young people express
cautious internationalism—




Britain are evenly split (48% think it is important vs
49% who do not).

Their understanding of British identity is
a civic one - being ‘truly British'
to them means:

86% - respecting UK laws

II 85% - speaking English
I 76% - holding citizenship

Political leaders inspire little resonance: 45% say no
party leader embodies British values or are unsure.
Views diverge strongly by politics, with Reform UK
supporters least positive about immigration and
Greens most positive. Overall, young people lean
toward an inclusive, civic identity while showing
clear alienation from current political leadership.

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT & EDUCATION

Young people see politics as directly relevant to
their lives. Nearly half (49%) disagree that ‘politics
is not relevant to my life’, compared with 26%
who agree. A majority also believe that democratic
participation matters: 53% say their vote can help
shape the UK’s future.

However, this sense of relevance does not always
translate into participation. Many feel held back
by a lack of trust in politicians (30%), a belief
that politicians don’t listen to young people
(27%), and pressures on time. Nearly half (49%)
say they avoid discussing their political views
for fear of negative reactions.

1%

don't feel listened to
by politicians

A further barrier is
understanding. In
focus groups, young
people described
feeling underprepared
to navigate political

b%

ife. Only 16% of feel school has
survey respondents H

felt sghoolphad EqumpEd them tU
equipped them to mUkE Infl]rITIEd
make informed

political decisions as pﬂ"!:";ﬂl

adults. These findings [IE[:ISII]"S

point to a generation
that cares about politics but feels poorly supported
and insufficiently heard.

What we did

The John Smith Centre UK Youth Poll 2026 is based
on 211 qualitative interviews, 3 focus groups and a
national survey with 2051 young people across

the UK.

The interviews and national survey were
conducted by Focaldata. The focus groups were
conducted by the Centre’s core research team.

The poll is run by young people, for young
people. As such, five themes and their respective
questions for the national survey were devised
by the Youth Poll Course (p. 10). One additional
theme as well as the tracker questions are
devised by the Centre’s core research team.








