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MAIN THINGS WE LEARNED: 
1.	 Many young people feel the future is 

getting harder. 
•	 Housing feels too expensive.
•	 Student debt is high.
•	 Jobs feel insecure.
•	 Only 36% think they will be better 

off than their parents — a big 
drop from 63% last year.

•	 Many feel the system is not fair to 
their generation. 

2.	 This is affecting trust in politics.
•	 Many do not feel politicians listen 

to them or take them seriously.
•	 Only 25% think their generation is 

treated fairly.
•	 Young people want to vote and 

get involved, but many feel they 
do not have the knowledge or 
support to do so. 

3.	 But young people still care about 
their communities and the UK
•	 73% took part in at least one 

political or community action this 
year.

•	 They sign petitions, talk about 
issues online, volunteer and get 
involved locally.

•	 Young people want a better UK and 
are trying to help shape it.

WHAT SHOULD HAPPEN NEXT: 
1.	 Help young people with everyday 

life. Young people want policies that 
reduce financial pressure, such as:
•	 More affordable housing
•	 Better support into good jobs
•	 Higher wages and more stability 

2.	 Rebuild trust in politics. Young 
people want:
•	 Honest politics
•	 Less division
•	 More hope
•	 Proper civic education so they 

understand how decisions are 
made  

3.	 Change how we talk about young 
people. Young people are often seen 
as “lazy” or “extreme”, but this is not 
true. They are diverse, thoughtful and 
caring. Many:
•	 Feel positive about migrants
•	 See British identity as civic and 

inclusive
•	 Believe the UK should help in 

humanitarian situations
Young people want their voices heard.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report shares what young people across the 
UK told us in 2026. It covers their views on:

	» Finances
	» Generative Artificial Intelligence (AI)

	» Media and information
	» Geopolitics and defence
	» Migration and identity
	» Civic education and political engagement
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TRACKERS - WHAT CHANGED SINCE LAST YEAR
A generation staying hopeful about their own lives…

	» 63% of young people feel optimistic about their 
personal future.

	» This is the same as last year.
	» Many still believe they can build a good life for 

themselves. 

…but losing hope about their life chances compared 
to older generations.

	» Only 36% now think they will be better off than 
their parents.

	» Last year this was 63% — a huge drop.
	» More young people now expect to be worse off 

than their parents.
	» Housing costs, money worries and insecure jobs 

are the main reasons. 

Politics: young people feel frustrated but still active

	» More young people place themselves on the left 
(22% up from 17%).

	» Fewer identify with the right (15% down from 
20%). 
73% took part in political or community actions 
this year:

	» Signing petitions
	» Posting about issues
	» Volunteering

	» But only 25% feel their generation is treated 
fairly.

	» Many feel the political system is not working for 
them. 

Voting intentions are shifting

	» The Green Party has grown the most.
	» Their support rose from 10% last year to 23% 

this year.. 

rank ‘loss of jobs’ as the 
number one AI threat

26%

FINANCES 
	» Money is the top worry for young people.
	» 45% chose financial worries as a main concern.
	» 33% worry about job insecurity.
	» 25% worry about housing.
	» When asked what would improve their lives, 

they said:
	» Higher wages
	» Affordable housing

	» Many feel angry that politics has not delivered 
better opportunities. 

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

39% - inflation/cost of living
33% - housing affordability
33% - healthcare
27% - jobs/job security

GENERATIVE ARTIFICAL INTELLIGENCE (AI)
Young people feel both hopeful and worried about AI.

Main worry:

	» Job losses (26% said this is the biggest risk). 

Main benefit:

	» Help with learning (top benefit for 21%). 

They also say:

	» AI should not be used to make sexual images 
without consent.

	» Most reject AI used for romantic 
companionship.

	» They want clear rules from:
	» Government
	» Tech companies
	» Individuals

	» t
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MEDIA AND INFORMATION 
	» 61% get news from social media.
	» Many feel overwhelmed or unsure what is real 

online.
	» The BBC is the most trusted news source.
	» 62% think social media should be banned for 

under‑16s.
	» Young people want safer online spaces and more 

reliable information. 

GEOPOLITICS AND DEFENCE 
	» Global conflict worries young people, but it is 

not a top priority compared to cost of living or 
housing.

	» 50% say they would not fight for Britain.
	» Many believe wars are driven by political 

leaders, not ordinary people.
	» Young people feel the UK should act overseas 

to protect human rights.
	» Two‑thirds are open to reparations for former 

colonies.

would never take up 
arms for Britain

50%

MIGRATION AND IDENTITY 
Young people are generally positive about 
migration.

	» Over half (51%) say immigration has improved 
their communities.

	» They show warm feelings toward many migrant 
groups.

	» They see “being British” as mainly about:
	» Respecting laws
	» Speaking English
	» Citizenship

	» Most do not think religion or being born in the 
UK should define British identity.

believe immigration has 
improved their communities

51%
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT AND EDUCATION 
	» Young people think politics matters.
	» 53% feel their vote can shape the future.
	» But many avoid political discussions because of 

fear of negative reactions.
	» Only 16% feel school taught them enough to 

make political decisions.
	» They want better civic education and more 

respect from politicians.

50%
don’t feel listened to 
by politicians

27%
believe their generation is being treated 
fairly compared with older generations
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How we did this research
The UK Youth Poll 2026 included: 

	» 211 interviews

	» 3 focus groups

	» A national survey of 2,051 young people 

The survey was run by Focaldata. 
The poll is designed and led by young people, with 
support from the John Smith Centre team.
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The John Smith Centre at the University of Glasgow 
is a non-partisan organisation all about opening 
the doors to public life for young people — no 
matter your background, beliefs, or experience.
Politics isn’t just about MPs and debates on TV — it’s about the decisions 
that shape your community, your future, and the causes you care about. 
And you can be part of it.

Over the past 10 years, we’ve created hundreds of internships, 
programmes, and hands-on opportunities that have helped young people 
step into roles in government, policy, and public service. Many of them 
started out not knowing much (or anything!) about politics — and now 
they’re making real change.

We also tackle the bigger barriers that stop thousands of young people 
from getting involved, especially those from underrepresented or 
disadvantaged backgrounds. Through events, campaigns, and research, 
we’re making the public square more open, inclusive, and accessible.
We’re inspired by John Smith, Labour leader from 1992–94, who said in his 
final speech:

“The opportunity to serve our country – that is all we ask.”

Thirty years on, we’re still driven by the belief that every young person who 
wants that opportunity deserves the chance to shape the world they live in.

How we break down barriers:
1.	 Internships – we pay young people to work for a MP/MSP
2.	 Programmes and courses – we help students and school pupils learn 

more about politics and public life
3.	 Research – we provide a platform for fresh thinking on democratic and 

civic engagement
4.	 Polling – we find out what young people are thinking, through our UK 

Youth Poll
5.	 Campaigns – we back ideas that help to widen democratic  

and civic participation
6.	 Public events – from our home at the University of 

Glasgow, we hold inspiring in-person debates, 
events, and speeches.

johnsmithcentre.com
info@johnsmithcentre.com
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INTRODUCING THE 
YOUTH POLL
NO ONE IN BRITAIN REGULARLY SURVEYS YOUTH PUBLIC 
OPINION. IN THIS MOMENTOUS YEAR FOR DEMOCRACY 
WITH 2 BILLION PEOPLE ACROSS 50 COUNTRIES GOING TO 
THE POLLS, WE WANT TO BETTER UNDERSTAND THE VALUES, 
CONCERNS AND PRIORITIES OF THIS CURRENT GENERATION 
OF YOUNG PEOPLE.
Uniquely, we will empower young people to ask the questions important to 
them. They will also be supported to analyse and communicate the results 
of this polling themselves in the national media and via a variety of social 
media outputs, giving voice, for the first time, to a generation of young 
people underrepresented in public life.


