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1. Overview  
1.1 Ofcom is the UK’s communications regulator, overseeing sectors including 

telecommunications, post, broadcast TV and radio. Under the Online Safety Act 2023 (the 
Act), Ofcom’s job is to make online services safer for the people who use them, especially 
children.  

1.2 This is our first report under section 63 of the Act. It presents our advice as to whether in 
Ofcom’s opinion it is appropriate to make changes to the kinds of content harmful to 
children set out in the Act and specifies the changes we recommend. It also includes the 
outcome of a review of the incidence of content harmful to children on regulated online 
services, and the severity of harm that children in the UK suffer, or may suffer, as a result of 
those kinds of content.  

Our recommendations and review in brief 
 
• In our advice, we recommend that it is appropriate to add body stigma content and 

depression content, currently identified by Ofcom as kinds of non-designated 
content, to the category of priority content that is harmful to children.  

• At this time, we do not recommend any other changes to the categories of primary 
priority or priority content that is harmful to children in the Act. 

• Most children in the UK say they have encountered at least one piece of harmful 
content online in a four-week period. According to our evidence, at a total level 
there was no significant change in the proportion of children encountering harmful 
content over the first nine months after the children’s safety duties came into force 
in July 2025.    

• Exposure to harmful content can have serious impacts on children’s mental and 
physical wellbeing. Children continue to report that encountering harmful content 
negatively impacts their wellbeing. There is no new evidence indicating a change to 
the severity of harm experienced by children as result of encountering harmful 
content. 

Content harmful to children under the Act 
1.3 Under the Act, content that is harmful to children is grouped into three categories. Primary 

priority content (PPC) is content that user-to-user services must prevent children of any age 
from encountering, while search services must minimise the risk of children of all ages 
encountering it. Priority content (PC) is content that services must protect/minimise the risk 
of children in age groups judged to be at risk of harm from encountering. Non-designated 
content (NDC) comprises other kinds of content which are not listed in the Act but which 
present a material risk of significant harm to an appreciable number of children in the UK. 

1.4 The Act lists four kinds of primary priority content: pornographic content, suicide content, 
self-injury content and eating disorder content. It also lists priority content including abuse 
and hate content, violent content, bullying content, dangerous stunts and challenges 
content, and harmful substances content. In our Children’s Register of Risks (Children’s 
Register), we identified body stigma content and depression content as kinds of NDC, 
reflecting the evidence of harm to children associated with these kinds of content.  

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/50/contents
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Why we recommend a change to priority content  
1.5 Body stigma and depression content are currently kinds of NDC and therefore the duties on 

user-to-user and search services extend only to risks of harm from kinds of content 
identified in the service provider’s most recent children’s risk assessment.  

1.6 The evidence continues to show that children encounter body stigma content and 
depression content and that these kinds of content present a material risk of significant 
harm to an appreciable number of children in the UK, particularly in relation to the 
cumulative impact of exposure to these kinds of content. In Ofcom’s opinion, this evidence 
of harm to children is now sufficiently established to justify expressly designating them both 
as PC under section 62, giving them the same statutory footing as the kinds of content 
already listed under section 62 of the Act. 

The evidence and our approach 
1.7 This report builds on the evidence that underpinned our Children’s Register, which we 

published in April 2025. For our review of the incidence of content harmful to children, we 
focused on evidence generated since July 2025, when the children’s safety duties came into 
force. For our review of severity of harm, we also considered evidence published since the 
Children’s Register. These periods differ because changes in the incidence of harmful 
content are more timebound than changes in severity of harm, so we sought to gather the 
most recent available evidence on incidence. 

1.8 Our assessment draws on a number of sources: Ofcom research and analysis; external 
literature gathered via desk research and a dedicated Call for Evidence; information 
obtained via third-party data sharing and requests for information from service providers; 
and insights shared through a stakeholder roundtable and engagement with children in all 
four UK nations. Analysing information from various evidence sources and hearing directly 
from children through research and engagement activities helped us better understand 
how children encounter harmful content and how this content affects them. We are 
grateful to all children and stakeholders who provided insights or evidence to support our 
review. 

Scope of this report 
1.9 This report presents our advice as to whether and how we think it is appropriate to make 

changes to the kinds of primary priority content and priority content set out in the Act. It 
also presents the outcome of our review of recent evidence concerning the incidence and 
severity of content that is harmful to children. 

1.10 This report does not assess whether individual service providers are complying with their 
duties under the Act. It does not evaluate the effectiveness of measures in the Protection of 
Children Codes of Practice, nor does it assess other safety measures used by service 
providers to protect children online. It also does not cover harm caused directly by features 
and functionalities (including AI), harmful contact, illegal content or other matters outside 
of the scope of the section 63 duty to review and report on content harmful to children. 

1.11 This report does not address the government’s recent announcement that it intends to ban 
social media for under 16s. We will shortly publish a rapid assessment of what highly 
effective age assurance looks like for determining whether someone is over 16, alongside 
our statutory report on the use of app stores by children. 
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Next steps 
1.12 We have sent this report to the Secretary of State. Following consideration of our advice, if 

the Secretary of State decides to amend the categories of content set out in the Act, Ofcom 
will amend the relevant regulatory documents and guidance to reflect those changes. We 
also intend to publish a revised Children’s Register to incorporate the evidence reviewed for 
this report by January 2027. We will continue to monitor children’s experiences of harmful 
content online through our ongoing programme of research and engagement. 
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2. Introduction  
Legislative and regulatory context 

Content harmful to children 
2.1 The Act specifies that there are three categories of content that is harmful to children:1  

• Primary priority content that is harmful to children (PPC)2 

• Priority content that is harmful to children (PC) 3 

• Non-designated content that is harmful to children (NDC).4 

2.2 The Act lists specific kinds of PPC and PC. Section 219 of the Act gives the Secretary of State 
the power to amend the list by way of secondary legislation.  

Primary priority content that is harmful to children  
2.3 The following kinds of content are PPC:5 

•  Pornographic content;6 

•  Content which encourages, promotes or provides instructions for: 
o suicide;  

o an act of deliberate self-injury; or 

o an eating disorder or behaviours associated with an eating disorder.  

Priority content that is harmful to children  
2.4 The following kinds of content are PC: 7 

• content that is abusive on the basis of race,8 religion,9 sex, sexual orientation, disability10 or 
gender reassignment;11  

• content that incites hatred against people on the basis of race, religion, sex, sexual 
orientation, disability or gender reassignment;  

• content that encourages, promotes or provides instructions for serious violence against a 
person;   

 
1 Section 236 of the Online Safety Act 2023 (the Act) defines children as people under the age of 18. 
2 Section 61 of the Act. 
3 Section 62 of the Act. 
4 As set out in sections 60(2)(c) and 60(4) of the Act. 
5 Section 61 of the Act. 
6 Pornographic content is defined in the Act as “content of such a nature that it is reasonable to assume that it 
was produced solely or principally for the purpose of sexual arousal”. Under section 62(6), for the purposes of 
the children’s safety duties, pornographic content excludes any content which consists only of text, or consists 
only of text accompanied by: (i) identifying content which consists only of text; (ii) other identifying content 
which is not itself pornographic content;(iii) a GIF which is not itself pornographic content; an emoji or other 
symbol; or (iv) any combination of content mentioned at (i) to (iv). 
7 Section 62 of the Act. 
8 The Act specifies that “race” includes colour, nationality, and ethnic or national origins. See section 62(10)(b). 
9 The Act specifies that references to religion include references to a lack of religion. See section 62(10)(c). 
10 The Act defines “disability” as any physical or mental impairment. See section 62(10)(a). 
11 The Act specifies that a person has the characteristic of gender reassignment if the person is proposing to 
undergo, is undergoing or has undergone a process (or part of a process) for the purpose of reassigning the 
person’s sex by changing physiological or other attributes of sex. See section 62(11). 
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• bullying content; 12 

• content which depicts serious violence against or graphicly depicts serious injury to a person 
or animal (whether real or fictional);   

• content that encourages, promotes or provides instructions for stunts and challenges that 
are highly likely to result in serious injury; and   

• content that encourages the self-administration of harmful substances. 

Non-designated content that is harmful to children 
2.5 The Act defines NDC as content which is not PPC or PC but is nevertheless of a kind which 

presents a material risk of significant harm to an appreciable number of children in the 
UK.13   

2.6 In our Children’s Register, we identified two kinds of content that meet the definition of 
NDC in the Act, because of the harm that may arise when this content is encountered in 
high volumes: 14 

• body stigma content, which is content that shames or otherwise stigmatises body types or 
physical features; and 

• depression content, which is content that promotes depression, hopelessness and despair. 

Overview of duties in the Act 
2.7 Below, we set out an overview of duties and provisions in the Act which are relevant to this 

report. For more information, see our April 2025 Statement on Protecting Children from 
Harms Online (April 2025 Statement) and accompanying regulatory documents and 
guidance.15 

Duties on service providers 
2.8 The Act makes providers of certain online services legally responsible for keeping UK users, 

especially children, safe online.16 The duties particularly relevant to this report are: 

• Children’s risk assessments: sections 11 and 28 of the Act place duties on user-to-user and 
search services that are likely to be accessed by children to carry out suitable and sufficient 
children’s risk assessments. These duties broadly require services to assess the risk of harm 
to children on their service presented by PPC, PC and other kinds of content that may be 
harmful to children (which could qualify as NDC).17  

• Safety duties protecting children: section 12 of the Act places a duty on user-to-user 
services likely to be accessed by children to prevent children of any age from encountering 
PPC, and to protect children in age groups judged to be at risk of harm from PC and NDC 

 
12 The Act specifies that “bullying content” includes, but is not limited to, content targeted against a person 
which conveys a serious threat, is humiliating or degrading; forms part of a campaign of mistreatment. See 
section 62(12). 
13 Sections 60(2)(c) and 60(4) of the Act. Section 60(3) of the Act sets out that content is not to be regarded as 
non-designated content (NDC) if the risk of harm flows from: the content’s potential financial impact; the 
safety or quality of goods featured in the content; or the way in which a service featured in the content may be 
performed (for example, in the case of the performance of a service by a person not qualified to perform it). 
14 Ofcom, April 2025. Children’s Register of Risks (Children’s Register), paragraph 1.18. 
15 Ofcom, 2025. Statement: Protecting children from harms online. See Volume 5: Annexes and specifically A4. 
Legal framework: Duties of providers and Ofcom in relation to the protection of children (A4.1 to A4.106). 
16 Section 1 of the Act. 
17 Sections 11 and 28 of the Act. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/online-safety/illegal-and-harmful-content/statement-protecting-children-from-harms-online
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from encountering these categories of content.18 Section 29 of the Act requires search 
services likely to be accessed by children to minimise the risk of children of any age from 
encountering PPC, and minimise the risk of children in age groups judged to be at risk of 
harm from PC and NDC from encountering these categories of content.19 User-to-user 
services that do not prohibit one or more kinds of PPC are required to use highly effective 
age assurance to prevent children of any age from encountering PPC that they have 
identified on the service.20 

Duties on Ofcom 
2.9 We have duties to produce regulatory documents and guidance to assist service providers 

in complying with their duties. These include:  

• The Children’s Register of Risks, which is Ofcom’s sector-wide risk assessment of the risk of 
harm to children presented by content that is harmful to children in different age groups. It 
identifies characteristics of different services that are relevant to risks of harm and assesses 
the impact of those kinds of characteristics on those risks; 

• The Guidance on Content Harmful to Children for service providers containing examples of 
kinds of content that Ofcom considers to be (or not to be) PPC and PC. Service providers 
should use this guidance when assessing whether content on their services falls within the 
categories of PPC or PC set out in the Act; 

• The Children’s Risk Assessment Guidance to assist service providers in complying with their 
duties to carry out children’s risk assessments. It sets out a risk assessment process for 
service providers to follow, including assessing separately the risks presented by each kind of 
content harmful to children identified on their service, including any NDC that may present a 
risk of harm to children. The guidance also explains service providers' duty to notify Ofcom 
where they identify a kind of NDC that presents a material risk of significant harm to an 
appreciable number of children; and 

• Codes of Practice for user-to-user and search services describing measures recommended 
for the purpose of compliance with the children’s safety duties in sections 12 and 29, 
including measures to protect children from encountering PPC, PC or other content harmful 
to children.   

2.10 We are required to keep our Children’s Register of Risks and Children’s Risk Profiles up-to-
date,21 and to review our Children’s Risk Assessment Guidance in response to updates to 
the Children’s Register and Risk Profiles.22 In the event that changes are made to section 62 
in line with our recommendation, we will consider what changes we need to make to these 
and other regulatory products, particularly our Guidance on Content Harmful to Children, 
and consult on any changes that we propose to make. 

 
18 Section 12(3) of the Act. Section 13(2) of the Act sets out that with respect to NDC, the section 12 duties on 
user-to-user services extend only to addressing risks of harm from kinds of content identified in the service 
provider’s most recent children’s risk assessment. 
19 Section 29(3) of the Act. Section 30(2) of the Act sets out that with respect to NDC, the section 29 duties on 
search services extend only to addressing risks of harm from kinds of content identified in the service 
provider’s most recent children’s risk assessment. 
20 Sections 12(4) and 12(5) of the Act. This report focuses on regulated user-to-user and search services, as 
defined in Part 3 of the Act. There are separate duties on service providers that display or publish 
pornographic content on their online services (Part 5 services). These duties came into force in January 2025. 
For more information, see our January 2025 Statement on Age Assurance and Children’s Access.  
21  Section 98(8) of the Act. 
22 Section 99(5) of the Act. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/consultations/category-1-10-weeks/statement-protecting-children-from-harms-online/main-document/childrens-register-of-risks.pdf?v=401302
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/consultations/category-1-10-weeks/statement-protecting-children-from-harms-online/main-document/guidance-on-content-harmful-to-children.pdf?v=395445
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/consultations/category-1-10-weeks/statement-protecting-children-from-harms-online/main-document/childrens-risk-assessment-guidance-and-childrens-risk-profiles.pdf?v=396653
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/consultations/category-1-10-weeks/statement-protecting-children-from-harms-online/main-document/protection-of-children-code-of-practice-for-user-to-user-services.pdf?v=403579
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/consultations/category-1-10-weeks/statement-protecting-children-from-harms-online/main-document/protection-of-children-code-of-practice-for-search-services2.pdf?v=403580
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/consultations/category-1-10-weeks/statement-age-assurance-and-childrens-access/statement-age-assurance-and-childrens-access.pdf?v=397036
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Ofcom’s duty to review and report on content harmful to children 
2.11 Section 63 of the Act requires Ofcom to carry out reviews of the incidence of content that is 

harmful to children on regulated user-to-user services; the incidence of search content that 
is harmful to children on regulated search services and combined services; and the severity 
of the harm that children in the UK suffer, or may suffer, as a result of those kinds of 
content. Ofcom must produce and publish a report on the outcome of each review. Each 
report must include Ofcom’s advice on whether, in its opinion, it is appropriate to make 
changes to sections 61 and 62 of the Act and must specify any changes that Ofcom 
recommends. The reports must be published no more than three years apart, with the first 
report published before the end of the three-year period beginning on the day the Act was 
passed. Ofcom must send a copy of each report to the Secretary of State. 

Our approach to this report 

Evidence sources 
2.12 To produce this report, we have drawn on a number of sources, including Ofcom research 

and analysis; external literature gathered via desk research and a dedicated Call for 
Evidence; information obtained via third-party data sharing and requests for information 
from service providers; and insights shared through a stakeholder roundtable and 
engagement with children in all four UK nations. For more information about the sources 
considered for this report, see Annex 1. 

Ofcom research and analysis 
2.13 We reviewed evidence from established and repeated Ofcom research outputs, including: 

• Children’s Online Safety Tracker (COST): a quantitative tracking survey of UK children aged 8 
to 17, covering their recalled exposure to content that is harmful to them on user-to-user 
services, the impact and their response to exposure and use of safety tools. Wave 1 was 
conducted in March to April 2025, Wave 2 was conducted in November to December 2025 
and Wave 3 was conducted in March to April 2026. 

• Children’s Online Insights Panel: an ongoing qualitative study with 18 children aged 8 to 17, 
focussing on their experiences of online content and functionalities. Four waves of the panel 
were completed between March 2025 and February 2026.    

• Understanding Online Communications Among Children: a quantitative survey of UK 
children aged 11 to 17 across the UK, exploring topics including children’s encounters with 
illegal or inappropriate content. The research was conducted in February to March 2026, 
following an earlier wave that was published in 2023.  

2.14 We also conducted three pieces of bespoke research and analysis for this report, to provide 
additional insights regarding content harmful to children on search services, and to further 
explore COST wellbeing metrics. 

• Analysis of content harmful to children in Generative AI and traditional search API 
responses: a systematic investigation of how eight Generative AI (‘GenAI’)23 and three 

 
23 A Generative AI search tool is an information retrieval system that takes a user’s query and responds with a 
synthesised natural language answer, rather than primarily returning a ranked list of links. It typically retrieves 
relevant web pages through a search index, extracts the most relevant passages, and passes them to a large 
language model. The LLM then composes a free text answer grounded in those sources. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/media-use-and-attitudes/online-habits/childrens-experiences-of-using-online-services
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/online-safety/protecting-children/childrens-online-insight-panel
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/online-safety/protecting-children/online-comms-among-children
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/analysis-of-content-harmful-to-children-in-generative-ai-and-traditional-search-api-responses.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/analysis-of-content-harmful-to-children-in-generative-ai-and-traditional-search-api-responses.pdf
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traditional24 search application programming interfaces process and respond to queries 
relating to different categories of content harmful to children. This research was conducted 
in July to August 2026. 

• Analysis of clicks through to harmful content from traditional search results: an analysis of 
the websites accessed by UK users after making searches related to content harmful to 
children, and what those search pathways indicate about the relative risk of exposure to 
harmful content. This analysis was conducted using Similarweb Search 3.0 data from January 
to March 2026.25 We present the findings of this analysis in Annex 4. 

• Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content: an analysis of the 
relationship between children’s reported exposure to content harmful to children and their 
reported wellbeing, based on metrics gathered from Waves 2 and 3 of COST. We present the 
findings of this analysis in Annex 3. 

Evidence from other sources 
2.15 To supplement Ofcom’s research, we collected external research and evidence concerning 

the incidence and severity of content harmful to children. As part of this exercise, we 
published a Call for Evidence, inviting stakeholders to submit evidence between February 
and March 2026.26 Other external evidence was gathered via desk research. All external 
evidence considered in our review passed quality assurance checks accounting for method, 
robustness, ethics, independence and commentary. Any evidence that could not be quality 
assured, including unpublished evidence, was not included in our review. 

Information from third parties 
2.16 We received relevant data from Internet Matters and the National Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) via memoranda of understanding, which we 
considered as part of our review. We also considered responses to statutory information 
requests from six large user-to-user service providers in relation to their sites and apps. See 
Annex 2 for a summary of relevant information received from service providers. 

Insights from children and stakeholders 
2.17 We hosted a roundtable with interested civil society organisations in February 2026 to 

understand their perspectives on the existing kinds and categories of content harmful to 
children in the Act. Throughout spring 2026, we worked with children’s organisations in 
each of the four UK nations to hear insights from small groups of children about their 
experiences and perceptions of content that is harmful to children. We have published 
readouts from our stakeholder roundtable and from our engagement with children 
alongside this report.27 

 
24 A traditional search engine is an information retrieval system that takes a user’s query and returns a ranked 
list of results, usually web pages. It typically works by crawling the web, building an index, and matching each 
query against that index. Candidate results are then ranked using signals such as relevance, authority, 
freshness, and user engagement. 
25 Similarweb is a digital intelligence platform that estimates and analyses online behaviour, traffic, audiences, 
and market trends across websites, apps, search engines, ecommerce services, and AI platforms. All data made 
available by Similarweb is estimated based upon data obtained from third parties and is intended for 
informational purposes only. 
26 Responses to our February 2026 Call for Evidence: Ofcom’s statutory report on content harmful to children. 
27 We have published readouts from our engagement with children in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. 
Children First Scotland have separately published a report from their engagement with children in respect of 
this report. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/online-safety/protecting-children/statutory-report-on-content-harmful-to-children
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/online-safety/protecting-children/report-on-content-harmful-to-children
https://www.childrenfirst.org.uk/media/5cbl1eqj/children-first-ofcom-report-may-2026-final-1.pdf
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Our review of the incidence and severity of content that is 
harmful to children 
2.18 The Act does not define the terms ‘incidence’ or ‘severity’. In preparing this report, we 

adopted a flexible interpretation of these concepts, recognising that children’s experiences 
of online harms are shaped by a range of factors, including age, sex, race and disability. We 
determined that a narrow or prescriptive interpretation could fail to capture important 
differences in how children encounter harmful content online and the impact that it has or 
may have on them. 

2.19 With respect to incidence, we sought and reviewed evidence on the quantity, prevalence or 
presence of specific kind(s) of PPC, PC or NDC on regulated services as well as the frequency 
with which children encounter such content. 

2.20 Regarding severity, we sought and reviewed evidence on the impact that specific kind(s) of 
PPC, PC or NDC can have on a child’s wellbeing, behaviours, or other physical or 
psychological outcomes. This reflects the Act’s definition of ‘harm’ as physical or 
psychological harm.28 

2.21 In considering evidence on severity, we recognised, consistent with the Act, that harm can 
be caused by the nature of a piece of content, or by the fact or manner of its 
dissemination.29 Children can be harmed by both isolated incidences of exposure and 
cumulative exposure to content.30 Harm can include children behaving in a way that harms, 
or increases the likelihood of them harming, themselves or others as a result of 
encountering content.31 

2.22 In order to provide an up-to-date assessment of children’s experiences of content harmful 
to children, we focussed on gathering and reviewing evidence of incidence since the 
children’s safety duties in sections 12 and 29 of the Act came into force in July 2025, and 
evidence of severity since our Children’s Register was published in April 2025.32 We 
analysed whether there had been a significant change in children’s reported exposure and 
emotional reactions to each kind of PPC and PC since Wave 1 of COST in March to April 
2025, and each kind of NDC since Wave 2 of COST in November to December 2025.33 

 
28 Section 234(2) of the Act. 
29 Section 234(3) of the Act. 
30 Section 234(4) of the Act. Cumulative harm can occur when content harmful to children is repeatedly 
encountered by a child, or where a child encounters harmful combinations of content. These combinations of 
content include encountering different kinds of content harmful to children, whether primary priority content 
(PPC), priority content (PC) or NDC, or a kind of content harmful to children (whether PPC, PC or NDC) 
alongside a kind of content that increases the risk of harm from PPC, PC or NDC. 
31 Section 234(5) of the Act. 
32 In the Children’s Register, evidence on incidence and severity was presented under the headings ‘Presence’ 
and ‘Impacts’.  
33 Our Children’s Register was informed by research from the Online Experiences Tracker (OET), a quantitative 
tracking survey that examines people’s attitudes to, and experiences of using online services. When we 
published the Children’s Register in April 2025, the OET surveyed UK internet users aged 13 and over, but since 
summer 2025 it has only surveyed users aged 18 and over. We now survey children via the Children’s Online 
Safety Tracker (COST), a dedicated quantitative tracker of children’s online experiences and exposure to 
harms. COST was designed specifically for children and captures children’s online experiences that align more 
closely with the categories of content harmful to children set out in the Act. Due to methodological differences 
between the OET and COST, findings relating to children are not directly comparable and trend data cannot be 
produced across the two trackers. However, the first wave of COST was conducted in March to April 2025, 
before the children’s safety duties came into force, establishing a pre-duties baseline measure against which 



 

12 

2.23 We summarise our review of this evidence in Section 4 of this report. 

Our approach to advice on changes to the categories of PPC 
and PC in the Act 
2.24 We are required under section 63 of the Act to include advice as to whether, in Ofcom’s 

opinion, it is appropriate to make changes to PPC and PC in sections 61 and 62 of the Act 
and specify those changes. The Act does not say how we should determine whether it 
would be appropriate to make such changes. 

2.25 We considered whether it would be appropriate at this stage to re-categorise any existing 
kinds of content harmful to children as a kind of PPC or PC, and whether it would be 
appropriate to recommend any new kinds of content for inclusion in the Act as a kind of 
PPC or PC.  

2.26 For each existing kind of content harmful to children, we considered whether the incidence 
of the content has changed since the children’s safety duties came into force in July 2025, 
and whether the severity of harm children suffer or may suffer as a result of encountering 
the content has changed since we published the Children’s Register in April 2025. For each 
potential new kind of PPC or PC, we considered stakeholder concerns and evidence relating 
to the incidence and severity of the content.  

2.27 For each existing kind of content harmful to children, and each potential new kind of PPC or 
PC, we considered whether the content is harmful to children in isolation or cumulatively; 
how the content affects children in different age groups; and whether there are contexts in 
which the content is not harmful to children. 

2.28 For each potential new kind of PPC or PC, we considered whether any forthcoming 
legislation may address concerns related to the risk of harm to children from the content. 

2.29 Based on all of these considerations, we considered whether it would be appropriate to 
make changes to sections 61 or 62 of the Act. 

2.30 Our advice and recommendations are presented in Section 3 of this report. 

Structure of the report 
2.31 The rest of this report is structured as follows: 

• Section 3 details our advice as to whether it is appropriate, in Ofcom’s opinion, to make 
changes to the categories of PPC and PC in the Act. It sets out our recommendation that 
body stigma content and depression content are added to section 62 as kinds of PC that is 
harmful to children. 

• Section 4 summarises our review of the incidence and severity of content harmful to 
children. 

• Annex 1 explains the methodology behind the Ofcom sources underpinning this report and 
lists the external sources supplementing our evidence base. 

• Annex 2 presents high-level insights from responses to statutory information requests from 
six large user-to-user service providers in relation to their sites and apps. 

 

subsequent waves of COST data can be compared. This makes COST a robust and reliable source of trend data 
concerning children’s online experiences. 
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• Annexes 3 and 4 present the findings of bespoke analyses carried out for this report.  
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3. Our advice on changes to 
sections 61 and 62 of the Act  

Introduction 
3.1 Section 63(3) of the Act requires that Ofcom includes advice in our report as to whether, in 

Ofcom’s opinion, it is appropriate to make changes to sections 61 and 62 of the Act, 
specifying the changes that Ofcom recommend. 

3.2 In developing this advice, we drew on our review of recent evidence concerning the 
incidence on regulated services of content harmful to children, and of the severity of harm 
that children suffer or may suffer as a result of these kinds of content. We set out more 
detail on our approach to this review, including the kinds of evidence we considered, in 
Section 2 of this report, and we summarise the outcome of this review in Section 4 of this 
report. 

3.3 We considered the outcome of our evidence review alongside other relevant evidence 
published at an earlier date, including evidence from our Children’s Register. We assessed 
whether the evidence as a whole supported the current categorisations in sections 61 and 
62 of the Act and considered whether it would be appropriate to recommend any changes 
to those categorisations. 

3.4 To determine whether it is appropriate to recommend changes to sections 61 and 62 of the 
Act, we carefully considered all evidence available to us, including that submitted to us via 
Call for Evidence responses. We are not recommending changes where the available 
evidence supports the current categorisations in sections 61 and 62 of the Act, where we 
have concluded that the content is already captured by existing kinds of harmful content, or 
where proposed legislation is likely to address concerns (further detail in paragraphs 3.6-
3.7).  

3.5 Based on our analysis, it is Ofcom’s opinion that it is appropriate to recommend changes to 
section 62 of the Act. We recommend that body stigma content and depression content, 
which we have identified as NDC (see paragraph 3.12 for further detail), are both added to 
section 62 of the Act as kinds of priority content that is harmful to children. We do not 
consider that it is appropriate to recommend any other changes to sections 61 and 62 of 
the Act at this time. 

3.6 We considered stakeholder concerns that interactions with AI chatbots could introduce 
new kinds of harm for children.34 We share concerns around the risk of harm to children 
from being exposed to harmful content via AI chatbots, particularly conversations of a 
sexual nature. However, the available evidence suggests that this content is harmful in the 
context of a specific service type, feature or functionality, namely interactions with 
chatbots. Sections 61 and 62 of the Act are concerned with kinds of content harmful to 

 
34 Ofcom, 2026. Readout from February 2026 stakeholder roundtable on content harmful to children; Ofcom, 
2026. Children’s Online Insights Panel Wave 1-4 Summary Report.; Girlguiding, 2025. One in four teens have 
seen pornographic deepfakes online. [Accessed 30 June 2026].; Internet Matters, 2025. Me, Myself and AI. 
[Accessed 29 September 2026].; National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC), 2026. The 
impact of harmful online content on children: Helplines insight briefing. [Accessed 29 September 2026].; 
Revealing Reality, 2026. Infinite Scroll: Growing up on TikTok. [Accessed 28 September 2026]. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-february-2026-stakeholder-roundtable-on-content-harmful-to-children.pdf
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ofcom.org.uk%2Fsiteassets%2Fresources%2Fdocuments%2Fresearch-and-data%2Fonline-research%2Fchildrens-online-experiences%2F2026-insights-panel-wave-1-4%2Fchildrens-online-insight-panel-wave-1-4-report.pdf%3Fv%3D418200&data=05%7C02%7CSofia.Marchetti%40ofcom.org.uk%7C4c683cda4d684b93f08f08ded29cb933%7C0af648de310c40688ae4f9418bae24cc%7C0%7C0%7C639179767840621188%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Et6E4W32jBcDjcZ05xXPAUMhSuLf99M9h2H%2BRtKtIuk%3D&reserved=0
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/about-us/press-releases/one-in-four-teens-have-seen-pornographic-deepfakes-online/
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/about-us/press-releases/one-in-four-teens-have-seen-pornographic-deepfakes-online/
https://www.internetmatters.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/Me-Myself-AI-Report.pdf
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/media/wmypc5cf/impact-harmful-online-content.pdf
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/media/wmypc5cf/impact-harmful-online-content.pdf
https://think.revealingreality.co.uk/infinite-scroll
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children, and not service types, features and functionalities which might drive harmful 
interactions. In addition, the content generated by AI chatbots may not always be in scope 
of Part 3 of the Act as user-generated content or search content.35 The government is 
developing legislation which may provide a mechanism under the Act to address this risk of 
harm to children in future.36 Given these considerations, we have concluded that it is not 
appropriate to recommend that harmful content from interactions with AI chatbots is 
added to the Act as a kind of content harmful to children in the context of this review. 

3.7 Another area of content that we have considered is graphic, extremely violent content. We 
have concerns that children are not currently prevented from encountering such content on 
regulated services. Some of this content is illegal content, and services should be removing 
this content for all users. When violent content is not illegal it would be priority content 
harmful to children, meaning that services are required to protect children in age groups 
judged to be at risk of harm rather than preventing children of all ages from encountering 
it.37 Given the very violent nature of some of this content, we considered recommending 
that graphic, extremely violent content, when not illegal, should be added to the category 
of PPC to help close the gap and prevent all children from accessing this content. However, 
there have been developments in the policy and legislative landscape with the ongoing 
Southport Inquiry38 and we understand that the government intends to criminalise the 
creation and sharing of the most harmful violent material.39 Our concerns may therefore be 
addressed by proposed legislation. As such, we have decided not to recommend at this time 
that graphic, extremely violent content is added to section 61 of the Act as a kind of PPC 
that is harmful to children. We discuss graphic, extremely violent content in more detail at 
the end of this section. 

Section 61 of the Act (PPC) 
3.8 As set out in Section 4 of this report, the evidence we have analysed does not show that 

there has been a significant change in the incidence or severity of any of the kinds of 
content currently listed in section 61 of the Act as PPC. We are satisfied that it remains 
appropriate that children of all ages are prevented from encountering these kinds of 
content on regulated user-to-user services. 

3.9 Additionally, the outcome of our evidence review did not suggest, in our opinion, that we 
should recommend that any other kinds of content should be added to section 61 of the 
Act, including those currently listed under section 62 of the Act as kinds of PC harmful to 
children. 

3.10 We do not, at this time, consider it appropriate to recommend any changes to the existing 
kinds of PPC that are harmful to children as listed in section 61 of the Act. 

 
35 Ofcom, 2024. Open letter to UK online service providers regarding Generative AI and chatbots. 
36 GOV.UK, 2026. Social media to be banned for under-16s in landmark government move to give kids their 
childhood back. [Accessed 16 September 2026].  
37 Under section 12(3)(a) of the Act, providers have a duty to operate a service using proportionate systems 
and processes designed to prevent children of any age from encountering, by means of the service, primary 
priority content that is harmful to children. Under section 12(3)(b) of the Act, providers have a duty to operate 
a service using proportionate systems and processes designed to protect children in age groups judged to be at 
risk of harm from other content that is harmful to children from encountering it by means of the service.  
38 GOV.UK, 2026. Southport Inquiry. [Accessed 2 September 2026]. 
39 GOV.UK, 2026. The King's Speech 2026, pp.117-118. [Accessed 18 August 2026]. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/online-safety/illegal-and-harmful-content/open-letter-to-uk-online-service-providers-regarding-generative-ai-and-chatbots
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/social-media-to-be-banned-for-under-16s-in-landmark-government-move-to-givekids-their-childhood-back
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/social-media-to-be-banned-for-under-16s-in-landmark-government-move-to-givekids-their-childhood-back
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/southport-inquiry
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6a18713db95db968c8f3bbfd/The_King_s_Speech_2026_-_background_briefing_notes.pdf
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Section 62 of the Act (PC) 
3.11 We consider that it is appropriate to make changes to section 62 of the Act and recommend 

that body stigma content and depression content are added as kinds of PC that is harmful 
to children. 

3.12 The Act defines NDC as content “of a kind which presents a material risk of significant harm 
to an appreciable number of children in the United Kingdom”.40 In our Children’s Register, 
we identified body stigma content and depression content as kinds of NDC that are harmful 
to children. We explained that these kinds of content meet the definition of NDC, in 
particular because of the harm that may arise when this content is shared in high 
volumes.41  

3.13 The children’s safety duties in relation to PC and NDC that are harmful to children on 
regulated user-to-user and search services are broadly similar. In both cases, providers of 
user-to-user services are required to protect children, and providers of search services are 
required to minimise the risk of children in age groups judged to be at risk of harm from 
encountering such content.42  

3.14 However, in the case of NDC that is harmful to children, the duties on user-to-user and 
search services extend only to risks of harm from kinds of content identified in the service 
provider’s most recent children’s risk assessment.43 Designating kinds of NDC as PC that is 
harmful to children would therefore put them on the same statutory footing as the kinds of 
content already listed under section 62 of the Act and ensure that all service providers take 
appropriate steps to protect children from this kind of content.  

Body stigma content 
3.15 By body stigma content, we mean content that shames or otherwise stigmatises body types 

or physical features. Body stigma content is linked to a number of physical and 
psychological harms, primarily related to body dissatisfaction. These include low self-
esteem, psychological distress and disordered eating behaviours. This is particularly the 
case when viewed in high volumes.44 

3.16 In our Children’s Register, we explained that we had identified evidence that suggested that 
body stigma content presents a material risk of significant harm to children in the UK, 
particularly when encountered in high volumes.45 Based on the proportion of children 
encountering this content, and the prevalence of body image issues among the UK 
population, we concluded that an appreciable number of children were at material risk of 
significant harm from encountering this content.46 

3.17 As set out in Section 4 of this report, the evidence still indicates that children are 
encountering body stigma content and that children are still at a material risk of significant 
harm from encountering this content on regulated services.  

 
40 As set out in sections 60(2)(c) and 60(4) of the Act. Section 60(2)(c) makes clear that this does not include 
content which is a kind of PPC or PC. 
41 Sections 10 and 11 of the Children's Register. 
42 Sections 12(3)(b) and 29(3)(b) of the Act. 
43 Sections 13(2) and 30(2) of the Act.  
44 Section 11 of the Children's Register. 
45 Section 11 of the Children's Register. 
46 Section 11 of the Children's Register, Final assessment, paragraph 11.24. 
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Depression content 
3.18 By depression content we mean content that promotes depression, hopelessness and 

despair.47 ‘Promotes’, in this context, means content which encourages or portrays 
depression, hopelessness or despair as positive. This includes content which glamourises, 
glorifies or romanticises depression, hopelessness or despair.48 The physical and 
psychological harms that can arise from high volumes of depression content include 
contribution to or exacerbation of mental health issues, as well as being discouraged from 
seeking help.49 

3.19 We identified depression content as a kind of NDC in our Children’s Register because 
evidence indicated that children are at material risk of significant harm from encountering 
this content. We explained that we had identified evidence that suggested that depression 
content presents a material risk of significant harm to children in the UK, particularly when 
encountered in high volumes. We concluded that based on the reach of depression content 
and the prevalence of mental health issues (which increase the risk of harm) among the UK 
child population, that an appreciable number of children are at risk of significant harm from 
encountering this content.50 

3.20 As set out in Section 4 of this report, the evidence still indicates that children are 
encountering depression content and that children are still at a material risk of significant 
harm from encountering this content on regulated services.  

Recommendation 
3.21 The evidence supports our previous assessments in the Children’s Register,51 indicating that 

body stigma content and depression content continue to present a material risk of 
significant harm to an appreciable number of children in the UK, particularly the evidence of 
the cumulative impact of exposure to these kinds of content. Therefore, both these kinds of 
content continue to meet the definition of NDC set out in the Act. 

3.22 The evidence suggests that the harm associated with body stigma content and depression 
content particularly relates to the cumulative impact of encountering these kinds of 
content. This is consistent with our evidence in relation to existing kinds of PC.  

3.23 Given the evidence continues to suggest body stigma content and depression content 
present a material risk of significant harm to an appreciable number of children in the UK, 
we consider this is now sufficiently established to justify expressly designating them both 
under section 62 as kinds of priority content, giving them same statutory footing as the 
kinds of content already listed under section 62 of the Act. 

3.24 As such, in Ofcom’s opinion it is appropriate to make changes to section 62 of the Act, and 
we recommend that body stigma content and depression content are added as kinds of PC 
that are harmful to children. 

 
47 Section 10 of the Children's Register. 
48 Section 10 of the Children's Register, Final assessment, paragraphs 10.21 to 10.22. 
49 Section 10 of the Children's Register. 
50 Section 10 of the Children's Register, Identifying depression content as a kind of NDC. 
51 Section 10 of the Children's Register, Identifying depression content as a kind of NDC. Section 11 of the 
Children's Register, Identifying body stigma content as a kind of NDC. 
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3.25 As set out in Section 4 of this report, the evidence we have analysed does not show that 
there has been a significant change in the incidence or severity of any other kinds of PC 
harmful to children as listed in section 62 of the Act.  

3.26 As such, we consider that it is still appropriate for children in age groups judged to be at risk 
of harm from these kinds of content to be protected from encountering such content on 
regulated user-to-user services and for search services to minimise the risk of children in 
age groups judged to be at risk of harm from encountering the kinds of content listed in 
section 62 of the Act. 

3.27 Additionally, the outcome of our evidence review did not suggest, in our opinion, that we 
should recommend that any new kinds of content should be added to section 62 of the Act. 

3.28 Therefore, aside from recommending that body stigma content and depression content are 
added as kinds of PC, we do not, at this time, consider that it is appropriate to recommend 
any other changes to section 62 of the Act. 

Graphic, extremely violent content 
3.29 There is evidence of children encountering graphic, extremely violent content on regulated 

services.52 This kind of content could include gore content and graphic footage of real life 
violence. An example of this is the footage of the death of Charlie Kirk, which children 
reported encountering and being affected by.53 

3.30 As discussed in Section 4 of this report, there is evidence to indicate that engaging with 
violent content has been associated with children’s exposure to real world violence, 
including committing acts of violence.54 This includes some evidence of perpetrators of 
violent offline attacks engaging with graphic, extremely violent content directly before 
carrying out these attacks, such as the perpetrator of the Southport attack.55 However, as 
noted in a recent meeting note of a UK Government roundtable, it is challenging to 
establish the extent to which consumption of violent content contributes to acts of offline 
violence compared to other factors, including for acts of violence committed by violent-
fixated individuals.56 

3.31 Under section 62 of the Act, several kinds of violent content are listed as PC that is harmful 
to children: 

• Content which encourages, promotes or provides instructions for an act of serious violence 
against a person;57  

• Content which depicts real or realistic serious violence against a person;58 

• Content which depicts the real or realistic serious injury of a person in graphic detail;59 

 
52 Ofcom, 2026. Children's Online Insight Panel Wave 1-4 Report; Ofcom, 2026. Survey conducted via Teacher 
Tapp. 
53 Ofcom, 2026. Children's Online Insight Panel Wave 1-4 Report. 
54 Section 7 of the Children's Register, How violent content manifests online, paragraphs 7.31-7.33.; Youth 
Endowment Fund, 2025. Children, violence and vulnerability (see data tables). [Accessed 2 September 2026]. 
55 Home Office, 2026. The Southport Inquiry Report. [Accessed 16 September 2026]. 
56 Government Office for Science, 2026. The role of social media in the motivation and capability of violence-
fixated individuals. [Accessed 29 September 2026]. 
57 Section 62(4) of the Act. 
58 Section 62(6)(a) of the Act. 
59 Section 62(6)(b) of the Act. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/research-statistics-and-data/protecting-children/ofcom-teacher-tapp-online-content-causing-student-problems-2026.xlsx?v=424737
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/research-statistics-and-data/protecting-children/ofcom-teacher-tapp-online-content-causing-student-problems-2026.xlsx?v=424737
https://youthendowmentfund.org.uk/reports/children-violence-and-vulnerability-2025/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-southport-inquiry-phase-1-report/phase-1-report-volume-1-accessible
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/violence-fixated-individuals/the-role-of-social-media-in-the-motivation-and-capability-of-violence-fixated-individuals
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/violence-fixated-individuals/the-role-of-social-media-in-the-motivation-and-capability-of-violence-fixated-individuals
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• Content which depicts real or realistic violence against an animal;60 

• Content which depicts the real or realistic serious injury of an animal in graphic detail;61 and, 

• Content which realistically depicts serious violence against a fictional creature or the serious 
injury of a fictional creature in graphic detail.62 

3.32 Violent content is a broad category that encompasses many kinds of content, some of 
which may be illegal in some circumstances.63 We provide examples of where violent 
content may be illegal in paragraphs 8.2 to 8.6 of our Guidance on Content Harmful to 
Children.64 In our consideration of whether, in Ofcom’s opinion, it is appropriate to make 
changes to sections 61 or 62 of the Act, we note in particular that the following kinds of 
content may be illegal: 

• Calls on others to commit violence for the purposes of what may be terrorism or on behalf 
of a proscribed terrorist group.65 

• Violent content that is an offence because it amounts to a threat, abuse or harassment.66 

• Depictions of what appears to be the real and deliberate killing or serious injury of humans 
or animals for the purposes of entertainment.67 

• Depictions of what appears to be the real torture of humans and/or animals.68 

3.33 However, we have identified some content that may depict graphic, extremely violent 
content that in some contexts might not reach the threshold of an offence and therefore 
service providers would not be required to remove it.69 Instead, this content would fall 
within the category of PC that is harmful to children. Therefore, regulated user-to-user 
services would not be required to prevent children of all ages from encountering this 
content as they would be for a kind of PPC,70 and regulated search services would only be 
required to minimise the risk of children in age groups judged to be at risk of harm from 

 
60 Section 62(7)(a) of the Act. 
61 Section 62(7)(b) of the Act. 
62 Section 62(7)(c) of the Act. 
63 In section 69(2) of the Act, illegal content is defined as ‘content which amounts to a relevant offence.’ For 
more information on relevant offences and illegal content see paragraphs 1.24 to 1.34 of the Illegal Content 
Judgement Guidance V3.0. 
64 Section 8 of the Guidance on content harmful to children, Relevant illegal content. 
65 For further details see ‘Terrorism’ in the Illegal Content Judgement Guidance V3.0. 
66 For further details see ‘Threats, abuse and harassment (including hate)’ in the Illegal Content Judgement 
Guidance V3.0.  
67 For further details see sub-section ‘Improper use of a public electronic communications network offence’ 
under ‘Non-priority offences and relevant non-priority offences (“other” offences)’ in the Illegal Content 
Judgement Guidance V3.0. 
68 For further details see sub-section ‘Improper use of a public electronic communications network offence’ 
under ‘Non-priority offences and relevant non-priority offences (“other” offences)’ in the Illegal Content 
Judgement Guidance V3.0. 
69 Under section 10(3) of the Act, providers of user-to-user services are required to operate a service using 
proportionate systems and processes designed to minimise the length of time for which any kind of illegal 
content is present and, where the provider is alerted to the presence of any illegal content or becomes aware 
of it in any other way, swiftly take down such content. Under section 27(3) of the Act, providers of search 
services are required to operate a service using proportionate systems and processes designed to minimise the 
risks of individuals encountering priority illegal content and other illegal content that the provider knows 
about. 
70 Section 12(3)(a) of the Act. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/information-for-industry/illegal-harms/updates/illegal-content-judgements-guidance.pdf?v=419967
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/information-for-industry/illegal-harms/updates/illegal-content-judgements-guidance.pdf?v=419967
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encountering the content rather than minimising the risk for all children.71 As such, children 
of all ages do not benefit from the same level of protection under the Act as they would if 
graphic, extremely violent content was a kind of PPC.72 

3.34 We consider that it could be appropriate for all children to be prevented from encountering 
graphic, extremely violent content, specifically: 

• the graphic depiction of the real or realistic accidental killing or serious injury of humans or 
animals;  

• the graphic depiction of the real or realistic deliberate killing or serious injury of humans or 
animals that is not for the purposes of entertainment or amusement,  

where this content does not otherwise amount to a relevant offence.73   

3.35 However, at this time we do not consider it appropriate to recommend that graphic, 
extremely violent content be added to section 61 of the Act as a kind of PPC harmful to 
children. 

3.36 This is partly because, as discussed in paragraph 3.32, we expect most graphic, extremely 
violent content is likely to be illegal content and therefore service providers will be subject 
to the illegal content safety duties, including a duty to swiftly take down illegal content 
when they become aware of it.74  

3.37 For graphic, extremely violent content that does not meet the threshold of an offence, as 
described in paragraph 3.33, we have considered that there are ongoing developments in 
the policy and legislative landscape which may address our concerns, such as the Southport 
Inquiry.75 We consider that the Inquiry’s findings and any resulting recommendations may 
be relevant to determining whether, and if so how, graphic, extremely violent content 
should be addressed.  

3.38 Further, we note that the UK Government has indicated that it intends to introduce new 
legislation in this area.76 In particular, it has proposed that the National Security Bill will:  

• criminalise the creation and sharing of the most harmful violent material to stop the spread 
of content that glorifies, trivialises, or normalises serious violence; 

• enable law enforcement to disrupt individuals who are encouraging violence and reduce the 
circulation and supply of this material online; 

 
71 Section 29(3)(b) of the Act. We note that some providers do go further than required under the Act and 
prohibit graphic, extreme violent content in their terms of service, which under section 12(10) of the Act they 
are under an obligation to apply consistently. 
72 In practice, this will depend on what service providers have decided to do, based on their risk assessments. 
Service providers may judge that this kind of PC is harmful for children of all ages, in which case they may 
choose to protect children from this content by preventing them from encountering it on their services. This 
could include prohibiting this content in their terms of service.   
73 “Realistic” in this instance is intended to capture content generated by AI, as opposed to artistic/fictional 
depictions of graphic, extreme violence. We note that children may be less likely to encounter such content 
where it is subject to appropriate British Board of Film Classification (BBFC) or Pan-European Game 
Information (PEGI) ratings.  
74 See sections 10 and 27 of the Act. 
75 GOV.UK, 2026. Southport Inquiry. [Accessed 2 September 2026]. 
76 GOV.UK, 2026. The King's Speech 2026, pp.117-118. [Accessed 18 August 2026]. 
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• take a proportionate approach that protects freedom of expression and legitimate public-
interest activity while ensuring that those who create, share, or use extremely violent 
content to encourage or glorify violence can be held to account. 

3.39 We also note that additional protections apply in relation to news publisher content (which 
is excluded from the scope of the children’s safety duties),77 as well as journalistic content 
and content of democratic importance in relation to Category 1 services,78 reflecting the 
influential role that online services play in disseminating news and political content in the 
UK. It is possible that extremely violent content might in some circumstances be relevant to 
public discourse (for example, footage of conflict). Any potential restriction on this kind of 
content for children of all ages (including 16- and 17-year-olds) would require careful 
consideration of the implications on freedom of expression.  

3.40 We are therefore not recommending that any changes are made to sections 61 or 62 of the 
Act in relation to graphic, extremely violent content. 

 
77 Sections 55 to 56 and 57(2)(b) and (c) of the Act. News publisher content is excluded from the definition of  
regulated user-generated content and search content in the Act, and is therefore not subject to the safety  
duties about protecting children and illegal content. 
78 As set out in sections 17 and 19 of the Act.  
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4. Review of the incidence and 
severity of content that is 
harmful to children 

Introduction   
4.1 In this section, we summarise our review of the incidence and severity of each existing kind 

of PPC and PC listed in the Act and the two kinds of NDC we identified as content harmful to 
children in the Children’s Register. 

4.2 For each kind of content, we first set out a description of the content and summarise what 
we said about the content in our Children’s Register. 

4.3 We then summarise the evidence we have reviewed, noting that we have not observed any 
significant changes in the incidence or severity of any kind of content over the first nine 
months after the children’s safety duties came into force in July 2025. 

4.4 As set out in Section 3 of this report, we consider in Ofcom’s opinion that it is appropriate 
to make changes to section 62 of the Act and recommend that body stigma content and 
depression content are added as kinds of priority content that are harmful to children. We 
do not consider that it is appropriate to recommend any other changes to sections 61 and 
62 of the Act at this time. 

Primary priority content (PPC) 

Pornographic content 
Description of content  
4.5 Pornographic content is defined in the Act as “content of such a nature that it is reasonable 

to assume that it was produced solely or principally for the purpose of sexual arousal”.79 

Children’s Register of Risks 
4.6 In our Children’s Register, we reported on the presence and impacts of pornographic 

content.80 We found that a majority of UK children reported encountering online 
pornography by their mid-teens. Older children were more likely to see pornography 
regularly, while younger children were more at risk of unintentional exposure and negative 
emotional impacts. Boys were twice as likely as girls to encounter pornographic content. 
Children encountered pornographic content primarily on pornography services and social 
media but also reported being sent the content by other users or seeing it though user 
groups. Children reported seeing hyperlinks to pornography in comment sections or 
receiving them through messages. 

 
79 Section 236(1) of the Act. Section 61(6) of the Act details the kinds of content that would not be considered 
pornographic content for the purposes of the children’s safety duties. For more detail and contextual 
considerations on what constitutes pornographic content, see section 2 of our Guidance on content harmful to 
children.   
80 Section 2 of the Children’s Register. 
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4.7 Whether intentional or unintentional, exposure to pornographic content affected children’s 
self-esteem and body image, was linked to the normalisation of sexual aggression and 
harmful sexual behaviours (often towards girls), carried the risk of developing an addiction 
to watching pornographic content, and was associated with child-on-child sexual abuse. 

Update on incidence of content 
4.8 Highly effective age assurance is helping to prevent children from accessing pornography 

services. As of July 2026, the majority of the most popular pornography services in the UK 
had age checks in place.81 Ofcom research shows that eight percent of online 8-14-year-olds 
in the UK visited a pornography service in a month, but half of these children only visited 
services with age assurance and almost two-thirds of all visits to pornography services 
lasted less than 10 seconds.82  

4.9 Children are still encountering pornographic content on social media, messaging and 
gaming services.83 The proportion of children reporting exposure to this content did not 
change significantly over the first nine months after the children’s safety duties in the Act 
came into force in July 2025.84 Data from service providers shows that pornographic 
content remains one of the kinds of content harmful to children with the highest volume 
of content actioned on most of their sites and apps.85 Children most commonly report 
encountering pornographic content via personalised feeds, and to a lesser extent, via 
comments.86 

4.10 Ofcom research shows that among children who visited pornography services, 30% of their 
entry points were via search engines.87 Ofcom research and analysis also indicate that 
GenAI and traditional search services could be returning links to sites hosting pornographic 
content without highly effective age assurance in a notable minority of cases.88 

 
81 Ofcom, July 2026. Report on the use of age assurance. In this report, ‘pornography services’ refers to both 
services that display or publish pornographic content (Part 5 services) and user-to-user online pornographic 
services (Part 3 pornography services). 
82  Ofcom, July 2026. Children’s Passive Online Measurement (CPOM) – Pornography Services Report. In this 
report, ‘pornography services’ refers to both services that display or publish pornographic content (Part 5 
services) and user-to-user online pornographic services (Part 3 pornography services). 
83 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. In March-April 2026, 13% of 11 to 17-year-olds said they had 
been exposed to pornographic content in the previous four weeks. See also Children First Scotland, 2026. 
Ofcom Report. [Accessed 12 July 2026].; Internet Matters, 2026. One year of the Protection of Children Codes 
– what has changed?. [Accessed 4 September 2026]; Revealing Reality, 2026. Infinite Scroll: Growing up on 
TikTok. [Accessed 28 September 2026].  
84 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
85 Ofcom requested data on several sites and apps from six large user-to-user service providers. The data 
request relates to the outcomes of content moderation processes by service providers. As a result, the data 
captures only detected and actioned content on the relevant sites and apps and does not directly indicate the 
incidence of content harmful to children. In line with the data request, service providers included any internal 
category used for content moderation that encompasses some amount of content harmful to children, 
regardless of whether it also encompasses other content. As a result, the categories may also include content 
that is not content harmful to children, and the data should not be read as showing that a category consists 
wholly, or mainly, of content harmful to children. See more details in Annex 2 – OS Monitoring & Evaluation 
Request for Information data, Findings from service providers' data, Pornographic content. 
86 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. The Wave 3 base size alone was too small for reporting, but 
the combined Wave 2 and Wave 3 dataset indicates that children most commonly reported seeing 
pornographic content in feeds and comments. 
87 Ofcom, July 2026. Children’s Passive Online Measurement (CPOM) – Pornography Services Report. 
88 Ofcom, 2026. Analysis of content harmful to children in Generative AI and traditional search API responses. 
Queries actively seeking pornographic content from GenAI and traditional search application programming 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/information-for-industry/age-assurance-report-2026/report-on-the-use-of-age-assurance.pdf?v=423162
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/research-statistics-and-data/protecting-children/childrens-passive-online-measurement-pornography-services-report.pdf?v=422277
https://www.childrenfirst.org.uk/media/5cbl1eqj/children-first-ofcom-report-may-2026-final-1.pdf
https://www.internetmatters.org/hub/research/one-year-of-protection-of-children-codes-whats-changed/
https://www.internetmatters.org/hub/research/one-year-of-protection-of-children-codes-whats-changed/
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4.11 Older children and boys are more likely than younger children and girls to report 
encountering pornographic content and visiting pornography services.89 

4.12 Ofcom analysis indicates that encountering pornographic content is linked to encountering 
many other kinds of content harmful to children, particularly hate content and bullying 
content.90 

Update on severity of harm 
4.13 Exposure to pornographic content continues to negatively impact children’s wellbeing. 

Children commonly report feeling confused or upset after seeing pornographic content, 
although a notable minority report feeling entertained by this content.91 Compared to other 
children, those who report recent exposure to pornographic content also report lower 
wellbeing across various metrics.92 Exposure to pornographic content can also negatively 
affect self-esteem and has been linked to agreement with statements dismissing consent 
and normalising sexual coercion.93 

4.14 Exposure to pornographic content is more strongly associated with lower wellbeing for teen 
girls than for teen boys.94 Girls are more likely than boys to report feeling confused or upset 
as a result of seeing pornographic content.95 

Suicide content and self-harm content 
Description of content  
4.15 Content which encourages, promotes or provides instructions for suicide (‘suicide content’) 

or an act of deliberate self-injury (‘self-harm content’) is designated as PPC.96 

Children’s Register of Risks 
4.16 In our Children’s Register, we reported on the presence and impacts of suicide content and 

self-harm content.97 We found that small minorities of children reported having 
encountered suicide content or self-harm content online. We identified age, mental health 

 

interfaces retrieved URLs to pornographic websites that appeared to lack safeguards in 20.3% of cases. Where 
possible, prompts were inputted into APIs to indicate that the user was a 12-year-old. As APIs were used in this 
research, findings should not be interpreted as a direct measure of children’s experiences on regulated 
services.; See Annex 4, Analysis of clicks through to harmful content from traditional search results. Nearly 1 in 
10 clicks from a sample of pornography-related searches performed by children and adults were directed to 
sites where children could access pornographic content. 
89 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.; Ofcom, July 2026. Children’s Passive Online Measurement 
(CPOM) – Pornography Services Report. 
90 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 
91 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.  
92 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 
93 Children’s Commissioner for England (Children’s Commissioner), 2025. Sex is kind of broken now. [Accessed 
09 July 2026]. 
94 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content.  
95 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. See also Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Insights Panel: Wave 
1-4 Summary Report.; Internet Matters, 2026. Children’s Wellbeing in a Digital World: Year Five Index Report 
2026. [Accessed 16 July 2026].; NSPCC Learning, 2026. The impact of harmful online content on children: 
Helplines insight briefing. [Accessed 29 September 2026].  
96 Sections 61(3) and 61(4) of the Act. For more detail and contextual considerations, see sections 3 and 4 of 
our Guidance on content harmful to children. 
97 Section 3 of the Children’s Register. 

https://assets.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wpuploads/2025/08/cc-sex-is-kind-of-broken-now-children-and-pornography.pdf
https://www.internetmatters.org/hub/research/childrens-wellbeing-in-a-digital-world-index-report-2026/#pdf
https://www.internetmatters.org/hub/research/childrens-wellbeing-in-a-digital-world-index-report-2026/#pdf
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challenges and experience of trauma as risk factors for encountering these kinds of content. 
We noted that there was no consensus linking use of social media to suicide rates. 

4.17 We reported that the harm to children from encountering suicide content and self-harm 
content could be extensive and severe, including impacts on wellbeing, exacerbating 
mental health conditions (including self-harm behaviours and suicidal ideation), and in 
extreme cases, death. We explained that these impacts could vary according to the 
circumstances of the child, the context in which suicide and self-harm content is viewed, 
and the volume of content encountered. 

Update on incidence of content 
4.18 Ofcom data shows that children’s reported exposure to suicide content and self-harm 

content on user-to-user services did not change significantly over the first nine months 
after the children’s safety duties in the Act came into force in July 2025.98 Children continue 
to report encountering these kinds of content on user-to-user services,99 via comments 
sections, group messaging and most commonly via personalised feeds.100 Children we spoke 
to in engagement sessions across all four nations spoke about experiences of encountering 
suicide and self-harm content on user-to-user services.101 

4.19 Data from service providers shows that suicide and self-harm content, together with eating 
disorder content, represents a small share of actions taken by most sites and apps (e.g., 
removal of content, restricting visibility of content) for reasons related to content harmful 
to children throughout the reporting period. On one site/app, this share was substantial.102 

 
98 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
99 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. In March to April 2026, 14% of 11 to 17-year-olds said they 
were exposed to suicide or self-harm content in the previous four weeks. See also Internet Matters, 2026. The 
Online Safety Act: Are children safer online?. [Accessed 16 July 2026].; Internet Matters, 2026. One year of the 
Protection of Children Codes – what has changed?. [Accessed 4 September 2026].; Molly Rose Foundation, 
2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on social media: Wave two 
findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
100 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. See also Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure 
to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
101 Ofcom 2026.  Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, convened by the 
Children’s Commissioner; Children First Scotland, 2026. Ofcom Report. [Accessed 12 July 2026].; Ofcom 2026.  
Readout from April 2026 engagement with the Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People 
(NICCY) Youth Panel.; Ofcom 2026. Readout from May 2026 engagement with a youth club in the Vale of 
Glamorgan. 
102 Ofcom requested data on several sites and apps from six large user-to-user service providers. The data 
request relates to the outcomes of content moderation processes by service providers. As a result, the data 
captures only detected and actioned content on the relevant sites and apps and does not directly indicate the 
incidence of content harmful to children. In line with the data request, service providers included any internal 
category used for content moderation that encompasses some amount of content harmful to children, 
regardless of whether it also encompasses other content. As a result, the categories may also include content 
that is not content harmful to children, and the data should not be read as showing that a category consists 
wholly, or mainly, of content harmful to children. Suicide content and self-harm content and eating disorder 
content cannot be identified separately in the data provided by service providers. See more details in Annex 2 
– OS Monitoring & Evaluation Request for Information data, Findings from service providers' data, Suicide, 
Self-Harm and Eating Disorder content. 

https://www.internetmatters.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Internet-Matters-Online-Safety-Act-Report-May-2026.pdf
https://www.internetmatters.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Internet-Matters-Online-Safety-Act-Report-May-2026.pdf
https://mollyrosefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/MRF-Report_V1.0.pdf
https://mollyrosefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/MRF-Report_V1.0.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-april-2026-meeting-of-the-ofcom-youth-advisory-board-convened-by-the-childrens-commissioner.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-april-2026-meeting-of-the-ofcom-youth-advisory-board-convened-by-the-childrens-commissioner.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-april-2026-engagement-with-the-northern-ireland-commissioner-for-children-and-young-people-niccy-youth-panel.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-april-2026-engagement-with-the-northern-ireland-commissioner-for-children-and-young-people-niccy-youth-panel.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-april-2026-engagement-with-the-northern-ireland-commissioner-for-children-and-young-people-niccy-youth-panel.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-may-2026-engagement-facilitated-by-the-vale-of-glamorgan-youth-service.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-may-2026-engagement-facilitated-by-the-vale-of-glamorgan-youth-service.pdf
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4.20 Ofcom research and analysis indicate that GenAI103 and traditional104 search services could 
return harmful suicide and self-harm content to children in a small proportion of cases. 

4.21 Girls are more likely than boys to report encountering suicide content105 and self-harm 
content.106 Reported exposure to suicide content and self-harm content is also higher 
among children with health conditions,107 special educational needs and disabilities 
(SEND)108 or low wellbeing109 compared to their counterparts. Older children are more 
likely than younger children to report encountering suicide content110 and self-harm 
content.111 

4.22 Evidence indicates that encountering suicide content and self-harm content is linked to 
encountering other kinds of content harmful to children, particularly hate content and 
bullying content.112 

Update on severity of harm 
4.23 Exposure to suicide content and self-harm content continues to negatively impact children’s 

wellbeing. Children commonly report feeling upset, worried, or frightened as a result of 
seeing this content.113 Compared to other children, those who report recent exposure to 
self-harm content also report lower wellbeing across various metrics.114 

 
103 Ofcom, 2026. Analysis of content harmful to children in Generative AI and traditional search API responses. 
Running queries through GenAI application programming interfaces, we found that 2.5% of queries relating to 
suicide and 0.5% of queries relating to self-harm returned content harmful to children. Where possible, 
prompts were inputted into APIs to indicate that the user was a 12-year-old. One hundred queries were 
inputted per harm category, with 50 actively seeking harmful content, and 50 searching for related terms 
without actively seeking harmful content. As APIs were used in this research, findings should not be 
interpreted as a direct measure of children’s experiences on regulated services.  
104 See Annex 4, Analysis of clicks through to harmful content from traditional search results. Less than 0.001% 
of clicks from suicide- and self-harm-related searches were directed to sites hosting harmful content that were 
accessible to children, although 20% were to services with functionalities that could enable access to harmful 
content. 
105 Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on 
social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
106 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.; Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to 
suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
107 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
108 Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on 
social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
109 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.; Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to 
suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
110 Ofcom, 2026. Children's Online Safety Tracker.; Internet Matters, 2026. Children’s Wellbeing in a Digital 
World: Year Five Index Report 2026. [Accessed 16 July 2026].; Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s 
exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 
July 2026].  
111 Ofcom, 2026. Children's Online Safety Tracker.; Internet Matters, 2026. Children’s Wellbeing in a Digital 
World: Year Five Index Report 2026. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
112 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. See also Molly Rose 
Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on social media: 
Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
113 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.  
114 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 
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4.24 Exposure to self-harm content is more strongly associated with lower wellbeing for teen 
girls than for teen boys.115 Girls are more likely than boys to report feeling upset after 
encountering suicide content or self-harm content.116 

Eating disorder content 
Description of content  
4.25 Content which encourages, promotes or provides instructions for an eating disorder or 

behaviours associated with an eating disorder (‘eating disorder content’) is designated as 
PPC.117 

Children’s Register of Risks 
4.26 In our Children’s Register, we reported on the presence and impacts of eating disorder 

content.118 We found that a minority of children reported recently encountering eating 
disorder content. Girls, LGBTQ+ children, children with an eating disorder, and children with 
mental health difficulties were more likely to be exposed to eating disorder content. 
Services deploying recommender systems were found to present a higher risk of exposure. 
We observed that ‘recovery’ content could still be harmful to children and was sometimes 
hard to distinguish from eating disorder content. 

4.27 We found that eating disorder content could contribute to both physical and psychological 
harms. This included disordered eating behaviours and associated physical health issues, as 
well as emotional distress, and lower confidence and self-esteem. 

Update on incidence of content 
4.28 Ofcom data shows that children’s reported exposure to eating disorder content on user-to-

user services did not change significantly over the first nine months after the children’s 
safety duties in the Act came into force in July 2025.119 Children continue to encounter 
content promoting eating disorders on user-to-user services,120 many of whom also report 
encountering lower risk content relating to eating disorders, diet and fitness.121 In youth 
engagement sessions, children spoke about the prevalence of eating disorder content on 

 
115 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content.  
116 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
117 Section 62(8) of the Act. For more detail and contextual considerations, see section 5 of our Guidance on 
content harmful to children. 
118 Section 4 of the Children’s Register. 
119 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
120 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. In March to April 2026, 23% of 11 to 17-year-olds said they 
were exposed to eating disorder content in the previous four weeks. See also Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online 
Insights Panel: Wave 1-4 Summary Report.; Center for Countering Digital Hate (CCDH), 2026. Up Next: 
Anorexia Algorithm. [Accessed 2 August 2026].; Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, 
self-harm, and eating disorder content on social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
121 Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on 
social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. ‘Lower risk’ content refers to content less likely to 
be classified as PPC under the Act, but that still poses risk of harm or that may increase the risk of harm when 
seen repeatedly or in combination with high-risk content. 

https://counterhate.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Eating-Disorders-Final-for-publishing.pdf
https://counterhate.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Eating-Disorders-Final-for-publishing.pdf
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user-to-user services.122 Children most commonly report encountering eating disorder 
content via personalised feeds, and to a lesser extent, via comments sections.123 

4.29 Data from service providers shows that eating disorder content, together with suicide and 
self-harm content, represents a small share of actions taken by most sites and apps (e.g., 
removal of content, restricting visibility of content) for reasons related to content harmful 
to children throughout the reporting period. On one site/app, this share was substantial.124 

4.30 Ofcom research and analysis indicate that GenAI125 and traditional126 search services could 
return harmful eating disorder content to children in a small proportion of cases.  

4.31 Children from minority ethnic groups, children with health conditions,127 children with low 
wellbeing, older children and girls128 are all more likely than their counterparts to report 
that they have encountered eating disorder content. 

4.32 Evidence indicates that encountering eating disorder content is linked to encountering 
other kinds of content harmful to children, particularly hate content and bullying 
content.129 

Update on severity of harm 
4.33 Exposure to eating disorder content continues to negatively impact children’s wellbeing. 

Children commonly report feeling worried, confused or upset as a result of seeing this 

 
122 Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, convened by the 
Children’s Commissioner.; Children First Scotland, 2026. Ofcom Report. [Accessed 12 July 2026].; Ofcom, 2026. 
Readout from May 2026 engagement with a youth club in the Vale of Glamorgan. 
123 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. See also Center for Countering Digital Hate (CCDH), 2026. Up 
Next: Anorexia Algorithm. [Accessed 2 August 2026].; Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to 
suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026].  
124  Ofcom requested data on several sites and apps from six large user-to-user service providers. The data 
request relates to the outcomes of content moderation processes by service providers. As a result, the data 
captures only detected and actioned content on the relevant sites and apps and does not directly indicate the 
incidence of content harmful to children. In line with the data request, service providers included any internal 
category used for content moderation that encompasses some amount of content harmful to children, 
regardless of whether it also encompasses other content. As a result, the categories may also include content 
that is not content harmful to children, and the data should not be read as showing that a category consists 
wholly, or mainly, of content harmful to children. Eating disorder content, suicide content and self-harm 
content cannot be identified separately in the data provided by service providers. See more details in Annex 2 
– OS Monitoring & Evaluation Request for Information data, Findings from service providers' data, Suicide, 
Self-Harm and Eating Disorder content. 
125 Ofcom, 2026. Analysis of content harmful to children in Generative AI and traditional search API responses. 
Running queries relating to eating disorders through GenAI search application programming interfaces, we 
found that 1.05% of queries returned content harmful to children. Where possible, prompts were inputted 
into APIs to indicate that the user was a 12-year-old. One hundred queries were inputted per harm category, 
with 50 actively seeking harmful content, and 50 searching for related terms without actively seeking harmful 
content. As APIs were used in this research, findings should not be interpreted as a direct measure of 
children’s experiences on regulated services.  
126 See Annex 4, Analysis of clicks through to harmful content from traditional search results. Less than 0.05% 
of clicks from eating disorder-related searches were directed to sites hosting harmful content that were 
accessible to children. 
127 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
128 Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on 
social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
129 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. See also Molly Rose 
Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on social media: 
Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
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content.130 Cumulative exposure to eating disorder content can encourage eating-disorder 
related thoughts and behaviours for young adults who already have experience of eating 
disorders or disordered eating.131 

4.34 Girls are twice as likely as boys to report feeling upset by eating disorder content.132 
Exposure to eating disorder content is more strongly associated with lower wellbeing for 
older teens than for younger teens.133 

Priority content  

Abuse and hate content 
Description of content 
4.35 Content which is abusive and targets or incites hatred against groups and individuals based 

on one or more of these listed characteristics: race, religion, sex, sexual orientation, 
disability or gender reassignment (‘abuse and hate content’) is designated as PC.134 Abuse 
and hate content can take many forms, including misogyny, racism, transphobia, 
homophobia and ableism.135 

Children’s Register of Risks 
4.36 In our Children’s Register, we reported on the presence and impacts of abuse and hate 

content.136 We found that many children in the UK had encountered abuse or hate content 
online. We reported that children were generally more likely to be targeted as individuals, 
or to encounter abuse and hate content about others, if they had personal characteristics 
frequently targeted in such content. We found that functionalities including anonymous 
profiles, recommender systems and direct messaging played a role in children’s exposure to 
abuse and hate content. 

4.37 We found that exposure to abuse and hate content created emotional harm and could 
damage self-esteem, affect educational performance, worsen social isolation and affect 
relationship building, in some cases leading children to develop hateful beliefs, or take 
harmful actions. Negative impacts were stronger for children directly targeted by abuse and 
hate content or who shared a characteristic with the person targeted. 

Update on incidence of content 
4.38 Ofcom data shows that children’s reported exposure to abuse and hate content on user-to-

user services did not change significantly over the first nine months after the children’s 
safety duties in the Act came into force in July 2025.137 Children still report encountering 

 
130 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.  
131 Parnell et al., 2025. ‘Falling down the rabbit hole’: a thematic analysis of young people’s views on TikTok 
algorithms and eating disorder content. Journal of Eating Disorders. [Accessed 2 August 2026]. 
132 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.  
133 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content.  
134 Sections 62(2) and (3) of the Act. For more detail and contextual considerations, see section 6 of our 
Guidance on content harmful to children. 
135 Section 5 of the Children’s Register. 
136 Section 5 of the Children’s Register. 
137 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s40337-025-01505-6
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s40337-025-01505-6
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abuse and hate content on user-to-user services,138 including misogynistic,139 racist,140 and 
homophobic141 content. More children and young people report seeing abuse and hate 
content about other people than about themselves.142 Some teens and young people report 
actively participating in online misogyny.143 

4.39 Data from service providers shows that abuse and hate content, together with violent 
content and bullying content, continues to account for a substantial share of actions 
taken by most sites and apps (e.g., removal of content, restricting visibility of content) for 
reasons related to content harmful to children.144 

4.40 Children most commonly report encountering abuse and hate content via personalised 
feeds,145 but also via comments sections,146 and direct messaging.147 Research suggests that 
personalised feeds differentiate content by gender.148 Young men and boys consuming 

 
138 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. In March to April 2026, 49% of 11 to 17-year-olds said they 
were exposed to hate content in the previous four weeks. See also Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 
engagement with the Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People (NICCY) Youth Panel.; 
Internet Matters, 2026. One year of the Protection of Children Codes – what has changed?. [Accessed 4 
September 2026]. 
139 Barnardo’s and Censuswide, 2026. Survey of 13-20 year olds. [Accessed 24 July 2026].; Children First 
Scotland, 2026. Ofcom Report. [Accessed 12 July 2026].; Internet Matters, 2026. The Online Safety Act: Are 
children safer online?. [Accessed 16 July 2026].; Plan International UK, 2026. From memes to misogyny: The 
gendered content harming our children on social media. [Accessed 18 September 2026]; Refuge and End 
Violence Against Women (EVAW), 2026. Dangerous by Design: Evidence for action on online violence against 
women and girls and the path to safer online spaces. [Accessed 24 September 2026].  
140 Internet Matters, 2026. The Online Safety Act: Are children safer online?. [Accessed 16 July 2026]; Children 
First Scotland, 2026. Ofcom Report. [Accessed 12 July 2026].; Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting 
of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, convened by the Children’s Commissioner.; Ofcom, 2026. Readout from 
May 2026 engagement with a youth club in the Vale of Glamorgan. 
141 Internet Matters, 2026. The Online Safety Act: Are children safer online?. [Accessed 16 July 2026]; Ofcom, 
2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, convened by the Children’s 
Commissioner. 
142 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. See also Barnardo’s and Censuswide, 2026. Survey of 13-20 
year olds. [Accessed 24 July 2026]. 
143 Barnardo’s and Censuswide, 2026. Survey of 13-20 year olds. [Accessed 24 July 2026]. 
144 Ofcom requested data on several sites and apps from six large user-to-user service providers. The data 
request relates to the outcomes of content moderation processes by service providers. As a result, the data 
captures only detected and actioned content on the relevant sites and apps and does not directly indicate the 
incidence of content harmful to children. In line with the data request, service providers included any internal 
category used for content moderation that encompasses some amount of content harmful to children, 
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that is not content harmful to children, and the data should not be read as showing that a category consists 
wholly, or mainly, of content harmful to children. Abuse and hate content, violent content, and bullying 
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Annex 2 – OS Monitoring & Evaluation Request for Information data, Findings from service providers' data, 
Abuse and Hate, Bullying and Violent content. 
145 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. See also Plan International UK, 2026. From memes to 
misogyny: The gendered content harming our children on social media. [Accessed 18 September 2026]; Refuge 
and EVAW, 2026. Dangerous by Design: Evidence for action on online violence against women and girls and 
the path to safer online spaces. [Accessed 24 September 2026].  
146 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. See also Ofcom, 2026. Understanding Online 
Communications Among Children.; Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth 
Advisory Board, convened by the Children’s Commissioner.; Plan International UK, 2026. From memes to 
misogyny: The gendered content harming our children on social media. [Accessed 18 September 2026].  
147 Ofcom, 2026. Understanding Online Communications Among Children. 
148 Plan International UK, 2026. From memes to misogyny: The gendered content harming our children on 
social media. [Accessed 18 September 2026].  

https://censuswide.com/case-study/barnardos-13-20-year-olds/
https://plan-uk.org/sites/default/files/2026-09/From%20Memes%20to%20Misogyny%20-%20Plan%20International%20UK%20report.pdf
https://plan-uk.org/sites/default/files/2026-09/From%20Memes%20to%20Misogyny%20-%20Plan%20International%20UK%20report.pdf
https://refuge.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/09/Refuge-EVAW-Online-VAWG-Report-Sept-26.pdf
https://refuge.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/09/Refuge-EVAW-Online-VAWG-Report-Sept-26.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/online-research/understanding-online-comms-among-children/2026/ofcom---understanding-online-communications-among-children.pdf?v=425063
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/online-research/understanding-online-comms-among-children/2026/ofcom---understanding-online-communications-among-children.pdf?v=425063


 

31 

motivational and self-improvement content can rapidly become exposed to more extreme 
content which includes the promotion of misogyny and racism.149 Misspelled hashtags and 
coded language are often used to bypass content moderation systems that would 
otherwise block harmful misogynistic content.150 

4.41 Ofcom research and analysis indicate that GenAI search services could return hate and 
abuse content to children in a small proportion of cases.151 

4.42 Older children152 and children with health conditions153 are more likely than younger 
children or those without health conditions to report encountering hate content online. 
Girls with additional needs are more likely than boys with additional needs to see racist, 
homophobic, or sexist content online.154 Notable minorities of girls and young women 
report being the target of online misogynistic content,155 including receiving mean or rude 
messages because they are a girl.156 

4.43 Ofcom analysis indicates that abuse and hate content is linked to encountering other kinds 
of content harmful to children, including body stigma and violent content, but particularly 
bullying content.157 

Update on severity of harm 
4.44 Exposure to abuse and hate content continues to negatively impact children’s wellbeing.158 

Children exposed to hate content commonly report feeling upset, angry, or worried,159 and 
say that they find this content upsetting or scary.160 Compared to other children, those who 

 
149 Babic, A., Williams, M., and Luker, J. 2026. Social Media and Offline Violence. London Violence Reduction 
Unit. [Accessed 15 July 2026].; Firth, B., 2026. “Don’t Blame Life, Blame Your Face”: How online masculinity 
content and looksmaxxing is pushing some boys and young men to extremes. Centre for Young Lives. 
[Accessed 9 July 2026]; Redmond, J., Small, R. and Hughes, M., 2025. From Looksmaxxing to Mass Shootings: 
Radicalisation and Online Misogyny. [Accessed 9 July 2026]. 
150 Firth, B., 2026. “Don’t Blame Life, Blame Your Face”: How online masculinity content and looksmaxxing is 
pushing some boys and young men to extremes. Centre for Young Lives. [Accessed 9 July 2026].; Redmond, J., 
Small, R. and Hughes, M., 2025. From Looksmaxxing to Mass Shootings: Radicalisation and Online Misogyny. 
[Accessed 9 July 2026]. 
151 Ofcom, 2026. Analysis of content harmful to children in Generative AI and traditional search API responses. 
Running queries relating to hate and abuse through GenAI search application programming interfaces, we 
found that 0.2% of queries returned content harmful to children. Where possible, prompts were inputted into 
APIs to indicate that the user was a 12-year-old. One hundred queries were inputted per harm category, with 
50 actively seeking harmful content, and 50 searching for related terms without actively seeking harmful 
content. As APIs were used in this research, findings should not be interpreted as a direct measure of 
children’s experiences on regulated services.  
152 Information provided under a Memorandum of Understanding between Ofcom and Internet Matters based 
on data collected in 2025.  
153 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
154 Internet Matters, 2026. Every child safe online: Supporting children with additional needs. [Accessed 16 July 
2026]. 
155 Barnardo’s and Censuswide, 2026. Survey of 13-20 year olds. [Accessed 24 July 2026].; Refuge and EVAW, 
2026. Dangerous by Design: Evidence for action on online violence against women and girls and the path to 
safer online spaces. [Accessed 24 September 2026]. 
156 Ofcom, 2026. Understanding Online Communications Among Children. 
157 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 
158 Information provided under a Memorandum of Understanding between Ofcom and Internet Matters based 
on data collected in 2025. 
159 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
160 Internet Matters, 2025. Connected & Conflicted: Children’s perspectives on restricting social media for 
under-16s. [Accessed 20 July 2026]. 
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report recent exposure to abuse and hate content also report lower wellbeing across 
various metrics.161 A majority of children who received abusive, nasty or rude messages 
report that this made them feel uncomfortable.162 Children and teachers suggest that 
cumulative exposure to hateful content can normalise sexist attitudes and behaviours, 
particularly among boys.163 

4.45 Girls and young women are more likely than boys and young men to feel upset, worried, 
frightened or to report negative impacts on their mental health as a result of encountering 
abuse and hate content, including misogynistic content.164 Some of them report that online 
misogyny makes them feel unsafe and has prompted them to change their behaviours to 
feel safer.165 Young people from ethnic minority backgrounds report negative impacts on 
their safety and wellbeing after experiencing racist content on social media.166 Exposure to 
abuse and hate content is more strongly associated with lower wellbeing for younger teens 
than for older teens.167 

Bullying content 
Description of content 
4.46 Bullying content, including in particular content that is targeted against a person which 

conveys a serious threat, is humiliating or degrading, or forms part of a campaign of 
mistreatment is designated as PC.168 

Children’s Register of Risks 
4.47 In our Children’s Register, we reported on the presence and impacts of bullying content.169 

We found that notable minorities of children had been targeted by bullying content and 
behaviour online, with experiences varying depending on a child’s characteristics. 
Functionalities such as group chats and commenting were found to facilitate online 
bullying. 

4.48 We reported that being bullied online could have a wide range of impacts on children, 
affecting their emotional wellbeing, their mental and physical health, and their social 
participation and engagement. We described how the inescapability and public nature of 
bullying online could be traumatic for children and noted that extreme psychological harm 

 
161 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 
162 Ofcom, 2026. Understanding Online Communications Among Children. 
163 Ofcom, 2026. Survey conducted via Teacher Tapp.; Ada Lovelace Institute and Nuffield Foundation, 2026. ‘I 
love it, but I hate it’ Young people’s experiences and expectations of growing up digital. [Accessed 29 
September 2026].; Babic, A., Williams, M. and Luker, J. 2026. Social Media and Offline Violence. London 
Violence Reduction Unit. [Accessed 15 July 2026].; Children First Scotland, 2026. Ofcom Report. [Accessed 12 
July 2026]. 
164 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.; Amnesty International, 2025. Gen Z in the UK: Perceptions 
and experiences of misogyny on social media. [Accessed 9 July 2026].; Internet Matters, 2026. Children’s 
Wellbeing in a Digital World: Year Five Index Report 2026. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
165 Amnesty International, 2025. Gen Z in the UK: Perceptions and experiences of misogyny on social media. 
[Accessed 9 July 2026].; Girlguiding, 2025. One in four teens have seen pornographic deepfakes online. 
[Accessed 30 June 2026]. 
166 Woodger et al., 2025. Youth, Race and Social Media - Project Report. Goldsmiths. [Accessed 11 July 2026].  
167 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content.  
168 Section 62(12) of the Act. For more detail and contextual considerations, see section 7 of our Guidance on 
content harmful to children. 
169 Section 6 of the Children’s Register. 
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from bullying could lead to self-harm and suicide in children. We reported that bullying 
content affected children who witnessed it as well as children who were targeted by it. 

Update on incidence of content 
4.49 Ofcom data shows that children’s reported exposure to bullying content on user-to-user 

services did not change significantly over the first nine months after the children’s safety 
duties in the Act came into force in July 2025.170 Online bullying among children is a serious 
concern,171 and many children report being exposed to bullying content online.172 Some 
children report being bullied online by people they know and/or by strangers,173 and even 
more children report encountering bullying content about someone other than 
themselves.174 In engagement sessions, children in England and Scotland spoke about the 
prevalence of bullying content on user-to-user services.175 Children most commonly report 
encountering bullying content via personalised feeds, online games, and group chats.176 
Time spent online and active posting and commenting177 also continue to be risk factors for 
encountering this content. 

4.50 Data from service providers shows that bullying content, together with violent content and 
abuse and hate content, continues to account for a substantial share of actions taken by 
most sites and apps (e.g., removal of content, restricting visibility of content) for reasons 
related to content harmful to children.178 

 
170 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
171 Ofcom, 2026. Survey conducted via Teacher Tapp.; Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (RCPCH), 
2026. Quick read: Evidence from paediatricians: online harms are impacting children in hospital clinics. 
[Accessed 24 July 2026]. 
172 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. In March to April 2026, 61% of 11 to 17-year-olds said they 
were exposed to bullying content in the previous four weeks. 
173 Internet Matters, 2026. The Online Safety Act: Are children safer online?. [Accessed 16 July 2026].; Internet 
Matters, 2026. One year of the Protection of Children Codes – what has changed?. [Accessed 4 September 
2026]. 
174 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. In March to April 2026, 76% of children who reported 
exposure to bullying content said that this was not about themselves but about someone else. 
175 Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, convened by the 
Children’s Commissioner.; Children First Scotland, 2026. Ofcom Report. [Accessed 12 July 2026]. 
176 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. See also Ofcom, 2026. Survey conducted via Teacher Tapp 
with regard to group chats. 
177 Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, convened by the 
Children’s Commissioner.; Internet Matters, 2026. Children’s Wellbeing in a Digital World: Year Five Index 
Report 2026. [Accessed 16 July 2026].  
178 Ofcom requested data on several sites and apps from six large user-to-user service providers. The data 
request relates to the outcomes of content moderation processes by service providers. As a result, the data 
captures only detected and actioned content on the relevant sites and apps and does not directly indicate the 
incidence of content harmful to children. In line with the data request, service providers included any internal 
category used for content moderation that encompasses some amount of content harmful to children, 
regardless of whether it also encompasses other content. As a result, the categories may also include content 
that is not content harmful to children, and the data should not be read as showing that a category consists 
wholly, or mainly, of content harmful to children. Bullying content, violent content, and abuse and 
hate content cannot be identified separately in the data provided by some service providers. See more details 
in Annex 2 – OS Monitoring & Evaluation Request for Information data, Findings from service providers' data, 
Abuse and Hate, Bullying and Violent content. 
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4.51 Children with health conditions or additional needs are more likely than their counterparts 
be exposed to, or targeted by, online bullying content.179 

4.52 Ofcom analysis indicates that encountering bullying content is linked to encountering other 
kinds of content harmful to children, particularly hate content.180 

Update on severity of harm 
4.53 Exposure to bullying content continues to negatively impact children’s wellbeing.181 

Children exposed to bullying content commonly report feeling upset or angry,182 and report 
lower wellbeing across all metrics collected in COST.183 Many girls attribute mental health 
issues among their peers to bullying,184 while children seeking support or advice from 
dedicated helplines commonly cite online bullying as a concern.185 

4.54 Bullying content can impact children more severely depending on factors such as physical 
appearance, disability, sexual orientation, ethnicity or religious belief.186 Children from 
minority ethnic groups are more likely than white children to say that exposure to bullying 
content makes them feel worried. Boys are more likely than girls to say that exposure to 
bullying content does not bother them, while girls are more likely than boys to say that it 
makes them feel frightened or upset.187 However, boys who are bullied online are more 
likely than other boys to report feeling lonely or isolated.188 

Violent content 
Description of content 
4.55 Content that encourages, promotes or provides instructions for an act of serious violence 

against a person; depicts real or realistic serious violence against, or detailed, graphic injury 
of, a person, animal or fictional creature (‘violent content’) is designated as PC.189 

Children’s Register of Risks 
4.56 In our Children’s Register, we reported on the presence and impacts of violent content.190 

We found that violent content was widely encountered by children and that it could cause 
physical and psychological harm to children, which varied according to demographic 
characteristics. We identified that exposure to violent content could lead to children 
carrying weapons and could directly contribute to, or trigger, acts of violence. We noted 

 
179 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.; Internet Matters, 2026. Every child safe online: additional 
needs research. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
180 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 
181 Information provided under a Memorandum of Understanding between Ofcom and Internet Matters based 
on data collected in 2025. 
182 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
183 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 
184 Girlguiding, 2025. Girls’ attitudes survey 2025: a girl’s world: sexism, misogyny, and the power of 
sisterhood. [Accessed 14 July 2026]. 
185 Information provided under a Memorandum of Understanding between Ofcom and the NSPCC based on 
data collected between 2024 and 2026.  
186 Department for Education, 2025. National Behaviour Survey: Findings from academic year 2024 to 2025. 
[Accessed 29 September 2026]. 
187 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
188 Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), 2026. Loneliness, isolation and social connection among 
boys and young men in England. [Accessed 29 September 2026]. 
189 Sections 62(4), (6) and (7) of the Act. For more detail and contextual considerations, see section 8 of our 
Guidance on content harmful to children. 
190 Section 7 of the Children’s Register. 
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desensitisation to this content among older children, anxiety in children, and children 
feeling worried to leave the house. 

Update on incidence of content 
4.57 Ofcom data shows that children’s reported exposure to violent content on user-to-user 

services did not change significantly over the first nine months after the children’s safety 
duties in the Act came into force in July 2025.191 Children continue to report encountering 
violent content, and to a lesser extent content featuring animal abuse, on user-to-user 
services192 via direct messaging,193 comments sections and most commonly via personalised 
feeds.194 This includes graphic, extremely violent content, such as footage of the death of 
Charlie Kirk.195 Children we spoke to in engagement sessions in England, Northern Ireland 
and Wales spoke about encounters with violent, bloody and gory content.196 

4.58 Data from service providers shows that violent content, together with abuse and hate 
content and bullying content, continues to account for a substantial share of actions 
taken by most sites and apps (e.g., removal of content, restricting visibility of content) for 
reasons related to content harmful to children.197 

4.59 Ofcom research and analysis indicate that GenAI and traditional search services could 
return harmful violent content and sites hosting gore content to children in a notable 
minority of cases.198 

 
191 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
192 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. In March to April 2026, 25% of 11 to 17-year-olds said they 
were exposed to violent content in the previous four weeks, and 20% said they were exposed to content 
relating to animals being hurt. See also Ofcom, 2026. Understanding Online Communications Among Children.; 
Internet Matters, 2026. The Online Safety Act: Are children safer online?. [Accessed 16 July 2026].; Internet 
Matters, 2026. One year of the Protection of Children Codes – what has changed?. [Accessed 4 September 
2026]. 
193 Ofcom, 2026. Understanding Online Communications Among Children. 
194 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. See also Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Insight Panel Wave 
1-4 Report. 
195 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Insight Panel Wave 1-4 Report.; Ofcom, 2026. Survey conducted via Teacher 
Tapp. 
196 Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, convened by the 
Children’s Commissioner.; Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 engagement with the Northern Ireland 
Commissioner for Children and Young People (NICCY) Youth Panel.; Ofcom, 2026. Readout from May 2026 
engagement with a youth club in the Vale of Glamorgan. 
197 Ofcom requested data on several sites and apps from six large user-to-user service providers. The data 
request relates to the outcomes of content moderation processes by service providers. As a result, the data 
captures only detected and actioned content on the relevant sites and apps and does not directly indicate the 
incidence of content harmful to children. In line with the data request, service providers included any internal 
category used for content moderation that encompasses some amount of content harmful to children, 
regardless of whether it also encompasses other content. As a result, the categories may also include content 
that is not content harmful to children, and the data should not be read as showing that a category consists 
wholly, or mainly, of content harmful to children. Violent content, abuse and hate content, and bullying 
content cannot be identified separately in the data provided by some service providers See more details in 
Annex 2 – OS Monitoring & Evaluation Request for Information data, Findings from service providers' data, 
Abuse and Hate, Bullying and Violent content. 
198 Ofcom, 2026. Analysis of content harmful to children in Generative AI and traditional search API responses. 
Running queries related to violent content through GenAI application programming interfaces, we found that 
3.8% of queries returned content harmful to children. Moreover, GenAI and traditional search APIs retrieved 
links to sites hosting gore content which appeared to lack safeguards in response to 29.8% of queries actively 
seeking gore content. Where possible, prompts were inputted into APIs to indicate that the user was a 12-
year-old. One hundred queries were inputted per harm category, with 50 actively seeking harmful content, 
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4.60 Boys,199 older children,200 children with additional needs,201 and children from minority 
ethnic groups202 are more likely than their counterparts to encounter violent content. 

4.61 Ofcom analysis indicates that encountering violent content is linked to encountering most 
other kinds of content harmful to children, particularly hate content and bullying 
content.203 

Update on severity of harm 
4.62 Exposure to violent content continues to negatively impact children’s wellbeing.204 Children 

exposed to violent content commonly report feeling worried, upset, frightened or angry as 
a result of seeing this content.205 Around half of teens exposed to weapon-related content 
report feeling less safe in their school or neighbourhood as a result.206 

4.63 Repeated exposure to violent content can result in children becoming desensitised and 
consuming this content like entertainment.207 It can also reduce the perceived 
consequences of violence.208 Engaging with violent content has been associated with 
children’s exposure to real world violence, including committing acts of violence 209 (for 
example, in the case of the Southport attack).210 Evidence also suggests that children who 
engage with sexually violent content are more accepting of sexually aggressive and 
nonconsensual behaviour.211  

4.64 Girls are more likely than boys to report that encountering violent content upsets them or 
makes them feel angry, while children from minority ethnic groups are more likely than 

 

and 50 searching for related terms without actively seeking harmful content. As APIs were used in this 
research, findings should not be interpreted as a direct measure of children’s experiences on regulated 
services.; See Annex 4, Analysis of clicks through to harmful content from traditional search results. One third 
of clicks from gore-related searches were directed to sites hosting harmful content accessible to children. 
199 Ofcom, 2026. Understanding Online Communications Among Children. 
200 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.; Internet Matters, 2026. Children’s Wellbeing in a Digital 
World: Year Five Index Report 2026. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
201 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. Children with both a physical and non-physical health 
condition were more likely to encounter violent content than those without a physical or non-physical health 
condition.; Internet Matters, 2026. Every child safe online: Supporting children with additional needs. 
[Accessed 16 July 2026]; Information provided under a Memorandum of Understanding between Ofcom and 
Internet Matters based on data collected in 2025. 
202 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.  
203 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 
204 Information provided under a Memorandum of Understanding between Ofcom and Internet Matters based 
on data collected in 2025.; NSPCC Learning, 2026. The impact of harmful online content on children: Helplines 
insight briefing. [Accessed 29 September 2026].; Youth Endowment Fund, 2025. Children, violence and 
vulnerability. [Accessed 2 September 2026]. 
205 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. See also Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Insight Panel Wave 
1-4 Report. 
206 Ofcom, 2026. Understanding Online Communications Among Children. 
207 Ada Lovelace Institute and Nuffield Foundation, 2026. ‘I love it, but I hate it’ Young people’s experiences 
and expectations of growing up digital. [Accessed 29 September 2026].; Babic, A., Williams, M. and Luker, J. 
2026. Social Media and Offline Violence. London Violence Reduction Unit. [Accessed 15 July 2026]. 
208 The London Peer Action Collective, 2025. Beyond the Blades: The Sharp Truth of Mental Health & Youth 
Violence. [Accessed 6 September 2026].; West Midlands Peer Action Collective, 2025. Unpacking with PAC: The 
Power of Progress. [Accessed 6 September 2026]. 
209 Youth Endowment Fund, 2025. Children, violence and vulnerability (see data tables). [Accessed 2 
September 2026].  
210 Home Office, 2026. The Southport Inquiry Report. [Accessed 16 September 2026] 
211 Youth Endowment Fund, 2025. Children, violence and vulnerability. [Accessed 2 September 2026]. 
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https://peeractioncollective.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Birmingham-PAC-Findings-Report_Bringing-Hope.pdf
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white children to say they feel worried after being exposed to violent content.212 Boys and 
younger teens are more likely than girls or older teens to say that violent content does not 
really bother them.213 Children in disadvantaged circumstances can be more severely 
impacted by violent content.214 

Harmful substances content  
Description of content 
4.65 Content on user-to-user and search services that encourages a person to ingest, inject, 

inhale or in any other way self-administer (i) a physically harmful substance, or (ii) a 
substance in such a quantity as to be physically harmful (‘harmful substances content’) is 
designated as PC.215 This may include content encouraging consumption of illegal drugs216 
or psychoactive substances, recommending abuse of steroids, or directing use of regulated 
cosmetic products.217 

Children’s Register of Risks 
4.66 In our Children’s Register, we reported on the presence and impacts of harmful substances 

content.218 We found that children were at risk of encountering content related to e-
cigarettes and steroid-like drugs, as well as content falsely encouraging harmful substances 
as medical treatments. We reported that the impacts of encountering harmful substances 
content could include health implications or even death. 

Update on incidence of content 
4.67 Ofcom data shows that children’s reported exposure to harmful substances content on 

user-to-user services did not change significantly over the first nine months after the 
children’s safety duties in the Act came into force in July 2025.219 Children still report 
encountering harmful substances content online,220 including content relating to weight 
loss drugs,221 illegal drugs,222 vaping and smoking,223 drinking,224 and performance 

 
212 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.; See also Internet Matters, 2026. Children’s Wellbeing in a 
Digital World: Year Five Index Report 2026. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
213 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
214 Youth Endowment Fund, 2025. Children, violence and vulnerability. [Accessed 2 September 2026]. 
215 Section 62(9) of the Act. 
216 Where this does not amount to an offer to supply, which is illegal. 
217 For more detail and contextual considerations, see section 9 of our Guidance on content harmful to 
children. 
218 Section 8 of the Children’s Register. 
219 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
220 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. In March to April 2026, 26% of 11 to 17-year-olds said they 
were exposed to content relating to harmful substances in the previous four weeks. 
221 Children’s Commissioner, 2026. A healthy influence? Children’s exposure to appearance-changing products 
online. [Accessed 21 May 2026]. 
222 Ofcom, 2026. Understanding Online Communications Among Children. 
223  Action on Smoking and health (ASH), 2026. Use of vapes among young people in Great Britain.[Accessed 29 
September 2026]; Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, 
convened by the Children’s Commissioner. 
224 Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, convened by the 
Children’s Commissioner. 

https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/resource/a-healthy-influence-childrens-exposure-to-appearance-changing-products-online/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/resource/a-healthy-influence-childrens-exposure-to-appearance-changing-products-online/
https://ash.org.uk/uploads/youth-vaping-fact-sheet-2026-FINAL.pdf?v=1784642092
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enhancing drugs.225 Children most commonly report exposure to harmful substances 
content via personalised feeds, and to a lesser extent, comments sections.226 

4.68 Data from service providers shows that the prominence of harmful substances 
content, together with dangerous stunts and challenges content, varies across sites and 
apps, although these categories of content together account for a sizeable share of actions 
taken by some sites and apps (e.g., removal of content, restricting visibility of content) for 
reasons related to content harmful to children. Where distinguishable, there is evidence of 
growth in harmful substances content on one site/app.227 

4.69 Ofcom research and analysis indicate that GenAI search services could return harmful 
substances content to children in a small proportion of cases.228 

4.70 Teenagers, particularly girls, are more likely to report exposure to harmful substances 
content than younger children. The same is true of children with health conditions 
compared to those without.229 Black and Asian teens are more likely than white teens, and 
girls are more likely than boys, to report seeing skin lightening products online. Similarly, 
girls are more likely than boys to report seeing weight loss pills online,230 although boys are 
more likely than girls to have seen or heard content about illegal drugs or vaping.231  

4.71 Ofcom analysis indicates that encountering harmful substances content is linked to 
encountering many other kinds of content harmful to children, particularly hate content 
and bullying content.232 

 
225 Firth, B., 2026. “Don’t Blame Life, Blame Your Face”: How online masculinity content and looksmaxxing is 
pushing some boys and young men to extremes. Centre for Young Lives. [Accessed 9 July 2026].; UK Anti-
Doping Agency, 2026. Health risks and misinformation online – UK Anti-Doping survey exposes products ‘not 
for human consumption’ being promoted to youngsters on social media. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
226 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
227 Ofcom requested data on several sites and apps from six large user-to-user service providers. The data 
request relates to the outcomes of content moderation processes by service providers. As a result, the data 
captures only detected and actioned content on the relevant sites and apps and does not directly indicate the 
incidence of content harmful to children. In line with the data request, service providers included any internal 
category used for content moderation that encompasses some amount of content harmful to children, 
regardless of whether it also encompasses other content. As a result, the categories may also include content 
that is not content harmful to children, and the data should not be read as showing that a category consists 
wholly, or mainly, of content harmful to children. Harmful substances content cannot be identified 
separately from dangerous stunts and challenges content in the data provided by most service providers. See 
more details in Annex 2 – OS Monitoring & Evaluation Request for Information data, Findings from service 
providers' data, Dangerous Stunts and Challenges, and Harmful Substances content. 
228 Ofcom, 2026. Analysis of content harmful to children in Generative AI and traditional search API responses. 
Running queries relating to harmful substances through GenAI search application programming interfaces, we 
found that 2.2% of queries returned content harmful to children. Where possible, prompts were inputted into 
APIs to indicate that the user was a 12-year-old. One hundred queries were inputted per harm category, with 
50 actively seeking harmful content, and 50 searching for related terms without actively seeking harmful 
content. As APIs were used in this research, findings should not be interpreted as a direct measure of 
children’s experiences on regulated services.  
229 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
230 Children’s Commissioner, 2026. A healthy influence? Children’s exposure to appearance-changing products 
online. [Accessed 21 May 2026]. 
231 Ofcom, 2026. Understanding Online Communications Among Children. 
232 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 

https://www.ukad.org.uk/news/health-risks-and-misinformation-online-uk-anti-doping-survey-exposes-products-not-human
https://www.ukad.org.uk/news/health-risks-and-misinformation-online-uk-anti-doping-survey-exposes-products-not-human
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Update on severity of harm 
4.72 Exposure to harmful substances content continues to have a negative impact on children’s 

wellbeing. Children most commonly report feeling worried, angry or upset as a result of 
seeing this content.233 Some young people report purchasing, or attempting to purchase, 
harmful substances after seeing them promoted online.234 

4.73 Exposure to harmful substances content is more strongly associated with lower wellbeing 
for teen girls than for teen boys.235 

Dangerous stunts and challenges content 
Description of content 
4.74 Content which encourages, promotes or provides instructions for a challenge or stunt highly 

likely to result in serious injury to the person who does it, or to someone else (‘dangerous 
stunts and challenges content’) is currently designated as PC.236 

Children’s Register of Risks 
4.75 In our Children’s Register, we reported on the presence and impacts of dangerous stunts 

and challenges content.237 We found that encountering dangerous stunts and challenges 
content was common among children. We found examples of children believed to have 
attempted dangerous stunts and challenges who died or were seriously harmed. Boys and 
younger children were more likely to participate in dangerous stunts and challenges. We 
reported that children could also be psychologically harmed by dangerous stunts and 
challenges content. 

Update on incidence of content 
4.76 Ofcom data shows that children’s reported exposure to dangerous stunts and challenges 

content on user-to-user services did not change significantly over the first nine months 
after the children’s safety duties in the Act came into force in July 2025.238 Children still 
report encountering content which promotes dangerous stunts or challenges on user-to-
user services,239 most commonly via personalised feeds and to a lesser extent, comments 
sections.240 This was reflected in our engagement sessions, where children in England and 

 
233 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
234 Children’s Commissioner, 2026. A healthy influence? Children’s exposure to appearance-changing products 
online. [Accessed 21 May 2026].; UK Anti-Doping Agency, 2026. Health risks and misinformation online – UK 
Anti-Doping survey exposes products ‘not for human consumption’ being promoted to youngsters on social 
media. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
235 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content.  
236 Section 62(8) of the Act. For more detail and contextual considerations, see section 10 of our Guidance on 
content harmful to children. 
237 Section 9 of the Children’s Register. 
238 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
239 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. In March to April 2026, 29% of 11 to 17-year-olds said they 
were exposed to content relating to dangerous stunts or challenges in the previous four weeks. See also 
Internet Matters, 2026. One year of the Protection of Children Codes – what has changed?. [Accessed 6 
September 2026]. 
240 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. The Wave 3 base size alone was too small for reporting, but 
the combined Wave 2 and Wave 3 dataset indicates that children most commonly reported seeing dangerous 
stunts and challenges content in feeds and comments. 
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Scotland spoke about the risks of exposure to dangerous stunts and trends which young 
users may attempt to emulate.241 

4.77 Data from service providers shows that the prominence of dangerous stunts and 
challenges content, together with harmful substances content, varies across sites and apps, 
although these categories of content together account for a sizeable share of actions 
taken by some sites and apps (e.g., removal of content, restricting visibility of content) for 
reasons related to content harmful to children.242 

4.78 Ofcom research and analysis indicate that GenAI search services could return harmful 
dangerous stunts and challenges content to children in a small proportion of cases.243 

4.79 Younger children may be more likely to engage in dangerous behaviour after seeing 
something online.244 Some younger children in a small panel described finding dangerous 
stunts and challenges content “funny”, although others realised the danger that it can 
pose.245 Boys are more likely than girls to report having come across content which 
promotes dangerous stunts or challenges.246 

4.80 Ofcom analysis indicates that encountering dangerous stunts and challenges content is 
linked to encountering other kinds of content harmful to children, including body stigma, 
harmful substances and violent content, but particularly hate content and bullying 
content.247 

Update on severity of harm 
4.81 Exposure to dangerous stunts and challenges content continues to have a negative impact 

on some children’s wellbeing.248 Children most commonly report feeling worried or 

 

Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, convened by the 
Children’s Commissioner.; Children First Scotland, 2026. Ofcom Report. [Accessed 12 July 2026]. 
242 Ofcom requested data on several sites and apps from six large user-to-user service providers. The data 
request relates to the outcomes of content moderation processes by service providers. As a result, the data 
captures only detected and actioned content on the relevant sites and apps and does not directly indicate the 
incidence of content harmful to children. In line with the data request, service providers included any internal 
category used for content moderation that encompasses some amount of content harmful to children, 
regardless of whether it also encompasses other content. As a result, the categories may also include content 
that is not content harmful to children, and the data should not be read as showing that a category consists 
wholly, or mainly, of content harmful to children. Dangerous stunts and challenges 
content, and Harmful substances content cannot be identified separately in the data provided 
by service providers. See more details in Annex 2 – OS Monitoring & Evaluation Request for Information data, 
Findings from service providers' data, Dangerous Stunts and Challenges, and Harmful Substances content. 
243 Ofcom, 2026. Analysis of content harmful to children in Generative AI and traditional search API responses. 
Running queries relating to dangerous stunts and challenges through GenAI search application programming 
interfaces, we found that 0.6% of queries returned content harmful to children. Where possible, prompts were 
inputted into APIs to indicate that the user was a 12-year-old. One hundred queries were inputted per harm 
category, with 50 actively seeking harmful content, and 50 searching for related terms without actively seeking 
harmful content. As APIs were used in this research, findings should not be interpreted as a direct measure of 
children’s experiences on regulated services.  
244 Internet Matters, 2026. Children’s Wellbeing in a Digital World: Year Five Index Report 2026. [Accessed 16 
July 2026]. 
245 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Insights Panel Wave 1-4 Report.  
246 Information provided under a Memorandum of Understanding between Ofcom and Internet Matters based 
on data collected in 2025. 
247 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 
248 Information provided under a Memorandum of Understanding between Ofcom and Internet Matters based 
on data collected in 2025. 
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frightened as a result of seeing dangerous stunts and challenges content, although there is 
a sizeable minority of children who say they feel entertained after seeing this content.249 

4.82 Some children engage in potentially harmful offline behaviours following exposure to 
dangerous stunts and challenges content, a behaviour that remains unchanged.250 UK 
children and families have reported harm, including fatal incidents, that they believe are 
linked to online challenges.251 Children told us that widespread participation in viral online 
trends can make their peers feel intrigued or pressured to take part in dangerous 
challenges.252 

4.83 After encountering dangerous stunts and challenges content, girls are more likely than boys 
to feel upset, while boys are more likely than girls to feel supported.253 Younger children are 
more likely than older children to have ever done something dangerous because of an 
online challenge or dare,254 as are children with additional needs compared to those 
without.255 

Non-designated content  

Depression content 
Description of content 
4.84 In our Children’s Register, we identified that content that promotes depression, 

hopelessness and despair (‘depression content’) met the definition of NDC set out in the 
Act.256 We gave examples of depression content, including content that romanticises 
depression or feelings of despair or hopelessness; content that depicts depression or 
feelings of hopelessness and despair in aspirational ways; and content that discourages 
recovery or help seeking.257 

Children’s Register of Risks 
4.85 We also reported on the presence and impacts of depression content.258 We found that 

depression content is widespread and is often encountered cumulatively over time. We 
found that children with existing mental health issues may be at an increased risk of harm 
from this content and yet may also be the most likely to be recommended it. We reported 
that depression content could have a wide range of impacts on children, especially when 

 
249 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
250 Internet Matters, 2026. Children’s Wellbeing in a Digital World: Year Five Index Report 2026. [Accessed 16 
July 2026]. 
251 Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, convened by the 
Children’s Commissioner.; ITV News, 2025. ‘Lovely’ boy, 12, died after attempting ‘TikTok challenge’ in 
Manchester, inquest hears’ [accessed 30 June 2026]; Wales Online, 2025. ‘Teen suffers brain injury and nearly 
severs tongue trying out 'dangerous' viral trend’. 
252 Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, convened by the 
Children’s Commissioner. 
253 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.  
254 Internet Matters, 2026. Children’s Wellbeing in a Digital World: Year Five Index Report 2026. [Accessed 16 
July 2026]. 
255 Internet Matters, 2026. Every child safe online: Supporting children with additional needs. [Accessed 16 July 
2026].  
256 As set out in sections 60(2)(c) and 60(4) of the Act. 
257 For more detail and contextual considerations, see section 10 of the Children’s Register. 
258 Section 10 of the Children’s Register. 

https://www.itv.com/news/granada/2025-10-24/lovely-boy-12-died-after-attempting-tiktok-challenge-inquest-hears
https://www.itv.com/news/granada/2025-10-24/lovely-boy-12-died-after-attempting-tiktok-challenge-inquest-hears
https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/uk-news/teen-suffers-brain-injury-nearly-32484827
https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/uk-news/teen-suffers-brain-injury-nearly-32484827
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encountered cumulatively, including lasting or severe low mood, deterioration of mental 
health, suicidal ideation, stigmatisation and barriers to help seeking. 

Update on incidence of content 
4.86 Ofcom data shows that children’s reported exposure to depression content on user-to-user 

services did not change significantly between December 2025 and April 2026, with around a 
quarter of children reporting being exposed to depression content. Children most 
commonly report exposure to this content via personalised feeds, and to a lesser extent, via 
comment sections.259 

4.87 Ofcom research and analysis indicate that GenAI search services could return harmful 
depression content to children in a small proportion of cases.260 

4.88 Children with health conditions,261 low wellbeing and SEND262 are more likely to report 
seeing depression content on user-to-user services than their counterparts. Teen girls are 
more likely than teen boys to report having seen depression content on user-to-user-
services.263 

4.89 Evidence indicates that encountering depression content is linked to encountering other 
kinds of content harmful to children, in particular abuse and hate content and bullying 
content.264 

Update on severity of harm 
4.90 Encountering depression content continues to have a negative impact on children’s 

wellbeing. Children most commonly report feeling confused, worried, or upset as a result of 
seeing depression content.265 Compared to other children, those who report recent 
exposure to depression content also report lower wellbeing across various metrics.266 

4.91 Boys are more likely than girls to say that depression content made them feel encouraged, 
while girls are more likely than boys to feel upset after viewing depression content.267 

 
259 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. Children have only been asked about categories of Non-
Designated Content since Wave 2 of COST, conducted in November to December 2025. In March to April 2026, 
23% of 11 to 17-year-olds reported exposure to depression content in the previous four weeks. See also Molly 
Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on social media: 
Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
260 Ofcom, 2026. Analysis of content harmful to children in Generative AI and traditional search API responses. 
Running queries relating to depression through GenAI search application programming interfaces, we found 
that 0.7% of queries returned content harmful to children. Where possible, prompts were inputted into APIs to 
indicate that the user was a 12-year-old. One hundred queries were inputted per harm category, with 50 
actively seeking harmful content, and 50 searching for related terms without actively seeking harmful content. 
As APIs were used in this research, findings should not be interpreted as a direct measure of children’s 
experiences on regulated services.  
261 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
262 Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on 
social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
263 Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on 
social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
264 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. See also Molly Rose 
Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on social media: 
Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
265 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
266 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 
267 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker.  
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Exposure to depression content is more strongly associated with lower wellbeing for teen 
boys than for teen girls.268 

Recommendation 
4.92 Children continue to encounter depression content and the impacts remain unchanged 

from the Children’s Register. We consider that the evidence is now sufficiently established 
to justify expressly designating depression content under section 62 of the Act as a kind of 
priority content that is harmful to children for the reasons outlined in Section 3 of this 
report. 

Body stigma content 
Description of content 
4.93 In our Children’s Register, we identified that content that shames or otherwise stigmatises 

body types or physical features, or that promotes unrealistic body ideals or body-checking 
behaviours that are likely to result in physical or psychological harm to the person who 
encounters it or to someone else (‘body stigma content’) met the definition of NDC set out 
in the Act.269 

Children’s Register of Risks 
4.94 In our Children’s Register, we reported on the presence and impacts of body stigma 

content.270 We found that notable minorities of children reported recently encountering 
body stigma content. The content was common on social media services and was facilitated 
by functionalities including recommender systems. We reported that body stigma content 
was linked to physical and psychological harms, primarily related to body dissatisfaction, 
including low self-esteem, psychological distress and disordered eating behaviours. This was 
particularly the case when viewed in high volumes. Children with existing body image 
concerns or related vulnerabilities were more likely both to encounter higher volumes of 
this content and to be more adversely affected by it. 

Update on incidence of content 
4.95 Ofcom data shows that children’s reported exposure to body stigma content on user-to-

user services did not change significantly between December 2025 and April 2026.271 Body 
stigma content continues to be one of the more commonly encountered kinds of content 
harmful to children online,272 with children reporting exposure to body shaming content 
(directed at themselves or at others),273 and to content promoting or glorifying unrealistic 

 
268 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 
269 As set out in sections 60(2)(c) and 60(4) of the Act. For more detail and contextual considerations, see 
section 11 of the Children’s Register. 
270 Section 11 of the Children’s Register. 
271 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. Children have only been asked about categories of NDC 
since Wave 2 of COST, conducted in November to December 2025. 
272 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. In March to April 2026, 42% of 11 to 17-year-olds reported 
exposure to body stigma content in the previous four weeks. 
273 Ofcom, 2026. Understanding Online Communications Among Children. 
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body ideals,274 including appearance changing products275 and behaviours.276 Through 
engagement sessions, children in all four nations told us that they had been exposed to 
body stigma content.277 

4.96 Children most commonly report being exposed to body stigma content via personalised 
feeds, and to a lesser extent via comments sections.278 Children may encounter 
appearance-changing content, including age-inappropriate skincare routines,279 via short-
form social media content280 and social media filters.281 

4.97 Ofcom research and analysis indicate that GenAI search services could return harmful body 
stigma content to children in a small proportion of cases.282 

4.98 Older children and children with health conditions are more likely than their counterparts 
to report exposure to body stigma content.283 While girls (including those with additional 
needs)284 are more likely than boys to see content promoting unrealistic body types,285 boys 

 
274 Internet Matters, 2026. The Online Safety Act: Are children safer online?. [Accessed 16 July 2026].; Internet 
Matters, 2026. One year of the Protection of Children Codes – what has changed?. [Accessed 4 September 
2026].; Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder content on 
social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026].; Plan International UK, 2026. From memes to 
misogyny: The gendered content harming our children on social media. [Accessed 18 September 2026]. 
275 Children’s Commissioner, 2026. A healthy influence? Children’s exposure to appearance-changing products 
online. [Accessed 21 May 2026].; Stefana, A. and Damiani, G., 2026. Cosmeticorexia: What It Is, Where It 
Comes From, and Why It Matters. Archives of Dermatological Research. [Accessed 1 October 2026]. 
276 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Insight Panel Wave 1-4 Report.; Children’s Commissioner, 2026. A healthy 
influence? Children’s exposure to appearance-changing products online. [Accessed 21 May 2026].; Internet 
Matters, 2026. One year of the Protection of Children Codes – what has changed?. [Accessed 4 September 
2026]. 
277 Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, convened by the 
Children’s Commissioner.; Children First Scotland, 2026. Ofcom Report. [Accessed 12 July 2026].; Ofcom, 2026. 
Readout from April 2026 engagement with the Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People 
(NICCY) Youth Panel.; Ofcom, 2026. Readout from May 2026 engagement with a youth club in the Vale of 
Glamorgan. 
278 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. See also Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Insight Panel Wave 
1-4 Report.; Molly Rose Foundation, 2026. Children’s exposure to suicide, self-harm, and eating disorder 
content on social media: Wave two findings. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
279 Stefana, A. and Damiani, G., 2026. Cosmeticorexia: What It Is, Where It Comes From, and Why It Matters. 
Archives of Dermatological Research. [Accessed 1 October 2026]. 
280 Children’s Commissioner, 2026. A healthy influence? Children’s exposure to appearance-changing products 
online. [Accessed 21 May 2026]. 
281 Plan International UK, 2026. From memes to misogyny: The gendered content harming our children on 
social media. [Accessed 18 September 2026]. 
282 Ofcom, 2026. Analysis of content harmful to children in Generative AI and traditional search API responses. 
Running queries relating to body stigma through GenAI search application programming interfaces, we found 
that 3.1% of queries returned content harmful to children. Where possible, prompts were inputted into APIs to 
indicate that the user was a 12-year-old. One hundred queries were inputted per harm category, with 50 
actively seeking harmful content, and 50 searching for related terms without actively seeking harmful content. 
As APIs were used in this research, findings should not be interpreted as a direct measure of children’s 
experiences on regulated services.  
283 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
284 Internet Matters, 2026. Every child safe online: Supporting children with additional needs research briefing. 
[Accessed 16 July 2026]. 
285 Information provided under a Memorandum of Understanding between Ofcom and Internet Matters based 
on data collected in 2025.; Internet Matters, 2026. Children’s Wellbeing in a Digital World: Year Five Index 
Report 2026. [Accessed 16 July 2026]. 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC13013764/pdf/13555_2026_Article_1685.pdf
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are more likely than girls to report exposure to muscle-building products.286 Girls, non-
white children and children living with impacting or limiting conditions are more likely than 
their counterparts to have encountered body shaming content online.287 Children we spoke 
to in engagement sessions in England and Wales felt there was a greater susceptibility for 
image pressures on girls, versus gym content for boys.288 

4.99 Ofcom analysis indicates that encountering body stigma content is linked to encountering 
other kinds of content harmful to children, including dangerous stunts and challenges and 
violent content, but particularly abuse and hate content and bullying content.289 

Update on severity of harm 
4.100 Encountering body stigma content continues to have a negative impact on children’s 

wellbeing.290 Children most commonly report feeling upset, worried, angry or confused as a 
result of seeing body stigma content.291 Compared to other children, those who reported 
recent exposure to body stigma content also report lower wellbeing across various 
wellbeing metrics.292 This content can affect children’s self-esteem and make them feel 
pressured into changing their appearance,293 potentially leading them to develop unhealthy 
behaviours or suffer physical harm.294 

4.101 Exposure to body stigma content is more strongly associated with lower wellbeing for teen 
girls than for teen boys.295 Girls are more likely than boys to report feeling upset, angry296 
or distressed297 after exposure to body stigma content, and to report negative impacts on 
their body image and self-esteem.298 Older teenage girls are more likely to feel angry, while 
younger teenage girls are more likely to feel worried or frightened by this content.299 

 
286 Children’s Commissioner, 2026. A healthy influence? Children’s exposure to appearance-changing products 
online. [Accessed 21 May 2026]. 
287 Ofcom, 2026. Understanding Online Communications Among Children. 
288 Ofcom, 2026. Readout from April 2026 meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board, convened by the 
Children’s Commissioner.; Ofcom, 2026. Readout from May 2026 engagement with a youth club in the Vale of 
Glamorgan. 
289 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 
290 Information provided under a Memorandum of Understanding between Ofcom and Internet Matters based 
on data collected in 2025. 
291 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
292 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content. 
293 Ada Lovelace Institute and Nuffield Foundation, 2026. ‘I love it, but I hate it’ Young people’s experiences 
and expectations of growing up digital. [Accessed 29 September 2026].; Children’s Commissioner, 2026. A 
healthy influence? Children’s exposure to appearance-changing products online. [Accessed 21 May 2026].; 
Children First Scotland, 2026. Ofcom Report. [Accessed 12 July 2026]. 
294 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Insight Panel Wave 1-4 Report.; Children’s Commissioner, 2026. A healthy 
influence? Children’s exposure to appearance-changing products online. [Accessed 21 May 2026].; Firth, B., 
2026. “Don’t Blame Life, Blame Your Face”: How online masculinity content and looksmaxxing is pushing some 
boys and young men to extremes. Centre for Young Lives. [Accessed 9 July 2026]. 
295 See Annex 3, Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content.  
296 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
297 Internet Matters, 2026. The Gender Gap: Understanding and responding to girls' and boys' online 
experiences. [Accessed 9 July 2026]. 
298 Children’s Commissioner, 2026. A healthy influence? Children’s exposure to appearance-changing products 
online. [Accessed 21 May 2026]. 
299 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 

https://www.internetmatters.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Internet-Matters-gender-gap-research-briefing-jan-2026.pdf
https://www.internetmatters.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Internet-Matters-gender-gap-research-briefing-jan-2026.pdf
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However, harmful ‘looksmaxxing’ content may create distinct risks for boys, including 
pressure to conform to ideals of attractiveness.300 

4.102 Children from minority ethnic backgrounds are more likely than white children to report 
that exposure to body stigma content makes them feel worried,301 affects their self-esteem 
and prompted them to try appearance altering behaviours.302 Children with health 
conditions are more likely than those without to report feeling upset after encountering 
body stigma content.303 

Recommendation 
4.103 Children continue to encounter body stigma content and the impacts remain unchanged 

from the Children’s Register. We consider that the evidence is now sufficiently established 
to justify expressly designating body stigma content under section 62 of the Act as a kind of 
priority content that is harmful to children for the reasons outlined in Section 3 of this 
report. 

 
300 Firth, B., 2026. “Don’t Blame Life, Blame Your Face”: How online masculinity content and looksmaxxing is 
pushing some boys and young men to extremes. Centre for Young Lives. [Accessed 9 July 2026]; Plan 
International UK, 2026. From memes to misogyny: The gendered content harming our children on social 
media. [Accessed 18 September 2026]. 
301 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
302 Children’s Commissioner, 2026. A healthy influence? Children’s exposure to appearance-changing products 
online. [Accessed 21 May 2026].; Plan International UK, 2026. From memes to misogyny: The gendered 
content harming our children on social media. [Accessed 18 September 2026]. 
303 Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Safety Tracker. 
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A1. Methodology 
Ofcom research and analysis 

Children’s Online Safety Tracker (COST) 
A1.1 The Children’s Online Safety Tracker (COST) is designed to monitor the online experiences 

of UK children aged 8 to 17, including their awareness and use of online safety tools, and 
their recalled exposure to harmful content online. 

COST Methodology Outline 
A1.2 COST is conducted on an online panel, where children are recruited via their parents. At 

the time of publication, three waves of the study have been published. 

• Wave 1: March to April 2025, prior to the children’s safety duties coming into force on 25 
July. 

• Wave 2: November to December 2025, approximately four to five months after the 
children’s safety duties came into force.  

• Wave 3: March to April 2026, approximately eight to nine months after the children’s safety 
duties came into force. 

A1.3 The survey uses a modular design, with children completing either: 

• Module 1: Use of online safety tools, or  

• Module 2: Exposure to harmful content online.304 
Wave 1 

A1.4 The total sample achieved at Wave 1 was 3,142 children aged 8 to 17. Of these, 1,746 
children completed Module 1 (ages 8 to 17) and 1,396 completed Module 2 (ages 11 to 
17). 

Wave 2 

A1.5 The total sample achieved at Wave 2 for the online panel was 3,387 children aged 8 to 17. 
Of these, 1,735 children completed Module 1 (ages 8 to 17) and 1,625 completed Module 2 
(ages 11 to 17). 

Wave 3 

A1.6 The total sample achieved at Wave 3 for the online panel was 2600 children aged 8 to 17. 
Of these, 1735 children completed Module 1 (ages 8 to 17) and 865 completed Module 2 
(ages 11-17). 

Timeframe 

A1.7 All survey responses are based on children’s recall of experiences during the four weeks 
prior to survey completion, except when asking about exposure to harmful content, which 
is based on either a four-week or six-month recall period prior to survey completion. 

Recall 

A1.8 Responses reflect respondents’ own recall and judgement. The harms codes used in this 
research were cognitively tested with children to ensure they were broadly understood as 

 
304 This module was delivered via an online panel and restricted to respondents aged 11 to 17 for safeguarding 
reasons, given that the questions related to harmful topics. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/media-use-and-attitudes/online-habits/childrens-experiences-of-using-online-services
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intended. However, as with any self-reported measure, there may be some degree of 
individual interpretation in how children classify and recall their experiences. Despite this, 
the results are considered valid and, crucially, any such interpretation is expected to be 
consistent across waves. This means that trends over time remain robust and provide a 
reliable indication of changes in children’s experiences. 

Changes at Wave 2 

A1.9 At Wave 2, changes were made to the COST survey. These included: 

• Expansion of harmful content included in Wave 2 to include questions about children’s 
recalled exposure with non-designated content (NDC). 

• Revisions were made to the list of services included. At Wave 2, “online games” was 
replaced with individual codes for gaming services such as Roblox, Call of Duty, and 
Minecraft. 

Children’s Online Insights Panel 
A1.10 The Children’s Online Insights Panel provides Ofcom with regular, ongoing insights into 

children’s online experiences, using a combination of online digital diaries and in-depth 
interviews. There are four waves per year, each spanning three months. A wave consists of 
three, monthly online diaries (lasting for three days each) and one online in-depth 
interview. These touchpoints allow the research agency to explore the latest apps the 
panellists are using, the online activities they’re engaging in, and any new trends that are 
emerging. This approach helps us to identify potential risks early and deepen 
understanding of the digital lives of young people from their own perspective. 

A1.11 The panel is made up of eighteen children from the UK aged 8 to 17 with diversity across 
demographics. We intentionally recruited actively engaged online users to capture a broad 
range of services, features, functionalities and content the panellists are likely to have 
encountered or engaged with. As a result, the findings from this research may not fully 
represent the experiences of the ‘average’ child online user.305 We published a standalone 
report covering the findings across the first four waves of research (Wave 1: March to May 
2025, Wave 2: June to August 2025, Wave 3: September to November 2025, Wave 4: 
December 2025 to February 2026). 

Understanding online communications among children 
A1.12 In 2026, we commissioned quantitative research involving 4,097 children aged 11 to 17 

across the UK. The research examines how children communicate online and how they 
build and expand their online networks, and the risks they may encounter while doing so. It 
also explores children’s encounters with potentially uncomfortable contact, sexualisation 
and gender-based harms, as well as with content relating to illegal drugs, weapons and 
terrorism. 

A1.13 For this research, 4,097 children aged 11 to 17 in the UK were surveyed between 13 
February and 19 March 2026. Fieldwork was conducted online, with respondents recruited 
via panel invitations. Quotas were set to ensure a representative sample of the UK 
population aged 11 to 17. Results were weighted by age, gender, nation, region, ethnicity 

 
305 The research agency recruited a total of 20 8 to 17-year-olds (15 plus five over-recruits/replacements) for 
the panel across the year. Each wave, 18 panellists participated: all were invited to complete the digital 
monthly diaries, with a minimum of 15 taking part in the in-depth interviews. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/online-research/childrens-online-experiences/2026-insights-panel-wave-1-4/childrens-online-insight-panel-wave-1-4-report.pdf?v=418200
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and socio-economic grade. We published a report detailing the findings of this research in 
September 2026. 

A1.14 The 2026 study builds on quantitative research conducted in December 2022 and 
published in 2023 and qualitative research undertaken during 2023 and 2024 which sought 
to understand how children communicate online, the scale and nature of their experience 
of any potentially uncomfortable or unwanted contact online and how children 
communicate online while gaming. There are key methodological differences between the 
2026 and 2023 quantitative studies, including changes to the platforms covered, question 
wording and the time gap between the data sets.306 As a result, any comparisons with 2023 
quantitative data should be viewed as indicative rather than evidence of trends over time. 

Children’s Passive Online Measurement (CPOM) 
A1.15 Children’s Passive Online Measurement (CPOM) measured the use of websites and apps 

across smartphones, tablets, and computers by a UK-representative sample of children 
aged 8 to 14. The study captured which services were visited and how long children spent 
on the service, based on passive monitoring of the devices rather than survey recall. 

A1.16 In Phase 2 of the study, we collected data from a nationally representative sample of 701 
children, passively measuring their visits of websites and apps across the smartphones, 
tablets, and computers that they use to go online. The children had passive monitoring 
software installed on the device(s) they used to go online, with data collected 
anonymously. Each child was monitored for 28 consecutive days, with fieldwork conducted 
on a rolling basis between 9 October 2025 and 7 March 2026. Findings therefore reflect 
usage patterns during this period and are not necessarily representative of children’s 
internet use across a full calendar year.  

A1.17 In July 2026 we published a supplementary report presenting data from Phase 2 of the 
study regarding children’s visits to pornography services. 

Teacher Tapp 
A1.18 Teacher Tapp is a survey, conducted among teachers in England, including those in private 

schools. References to Teacher Tapp in this survey relate to analysis of open-ended 
answers given in the March 2026 survey regarding the types of online content or 
interaction that had caused problems for students most often in the 2025/26 academic 
year. 

A1.19 These findings are based on an unweighted sample of 2,083 Teacher Tapp panel 
respondents from primary and secondary schools in England. The achieved sample does 
not fully reflect the profile of the teaching population in England, so findings should be 
interpreted as indicative of themes mentioned by respondents rather than representative 
estimates for all teachers. The data has not been weighted because the sample was self-
selecting. 

Additional Ofcom analysis 
Analysis of children’s wellbeing after exposure to harmful content 
A1.20 Annex 3 sets out our analysis exploring whether respondents to our COST survey who 

reported exposure to harmful content also reported lower wellbeing. We investigate this 

 
306 More detail on the methodology used this year (2026) and in 2023 can be found in the technical report. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/online-safety/protecting-children/online-comms-among-children
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/media-use-and-attitudes/media-habits-children/childrens-passive-online-measurement
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/research-statistics-and-data/protecting-children/childrens-passive-online-measurement-pornography-services-report.pdf?v=422277
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/research-statistics-and-data/protecting-children/ofcom-teacher-tapp-online-content-causing-student-problems-2026.xlsx?v=424737
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/research-statistics-and-data/protecting-children/ofcom-teacher-tapp-online-content-causing-student-problems-2026.xlsx?v=424737
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/research-and-data/online-research/understanding-online-comms-among-children/2026/technical-report.pdf?v=425064
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relationship across different kinds of harmful content, and whether these relationships 
vary by children’s age group and gender. To better compare children exposed to a kind of 
harmful content with similar children who were not exposed, our analysis accounts for a 
range of ways in which these groups differ. This helps us better isolate the relationship 
between exposure to harmful content and wellbeing. See Annex 3 for more information on 
the data, methodology, limitations, and results of this analysis. 

Analysis of clicks through to harmful content from traditional search results 
A1.21 Annex 4 sets out our analysis of the websites UK users accessed after searching for content 

harmful to children on traditional search services, and what those search pathways 
indicate about the relative risk of exposure to specific kinds of harmful content. The 
analysis focuses on four kinds of content harmful to children where sufficiently robust 
search and click data could be collected: pornographic content, violent content (specifically 
gore content), suicide and self-harm content, and eating disorder content. We used 
Similarweb Search 3.0 data for January to March 2026 inclusive, covering estimated UK 
search behaviour and subsequent clicks on services following searches on three popular 
search engines. See Annex 4 for more information on this analysis. 

Analysis of content harmful to children in generative AI and traditional search 
API Responses 
A1.22 This report presents Ofcom research investigating how GenAI and traditional search 

application programming interfaces (APIs) respond to queries relating to different 
categories of content harmful to children. The research was conducted on APIs to provide 
evidence about the types of responses returned by the systems and models that may 
underpin certain search services used by children in the UK. Findings should not be 
interpreted as a direct measure of children’s experiences on consumer-facing products, or 
as Ofcom having taken any specific view on the incidence of harmful content on search 
services regulated under the Act. 

A1.23 All existing kinds of content harmful to children were included in the research, apart from 
bullying which was excluded on account of its highly personalised and context specific 
nature. One hundred relevant queries were developed for each kind of content harmful to 
children, with an even split between queries actively seeking harmful content and queries 
containing terms relevant to the kind of harmful content without actively seeking it out. 
Where possible, prompts were included to indicate that the user was a 12-year-old. The 
presence of harmful content in API responses was assessed, alongside whether APIs 
provided safeguarding materials or refused to answer queries. Two forms of analysis were 
conducted: content analysis which focussed on analysing text generated by GenAI APIs, 
and source analysis which focussed on analysing URLs retrieved by GenAI and traditional 
search APIs. 

Information from stakeholders  

Information from service providers 
A1.24 Annex 2 sets out evidence gathered from Ofcom requests for information from six large 

user-to-user service providers. The information assessed in Annex 2 is relevant for 
understanding the incidence of content harmful to children on the popular user-to-user 
sites and apps of these service providers. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/analysis-of-content-harmful-to-children-in-generative-ai-and-traditional-search-api-responses.pdf
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Information received via memoranda of understanding 
A1.25 We received relevant data from a civil society organisation, Internet Matters, and a charity, 

the NSPCC, via memoranda of understanding, which was considered as part of our review. 
Internet Matters provided data from Wave 22 of their Children’s Biannual Pulse Survey and 
their Parents Biannual Pulse Survey, both conducted between 24 October and 13 
November 2025. The NSPCC provided data based on 3,410 Childline counselling sessions 
about “online harm and safety” and “online bullying” delivered between April 2024 and 
March 2026. 

Insights from engagement with children and civil society 
organisations 
A1.26 We held a roundtable for civil society stakeholders and heard from children and young 

people through engagement in all four UK nations. 

A1.27 The roundtable was held virtually in February 2026 and attended by representatives from 
11 different civil society organisations. The discussion focussed on how content harmful to 
children is currently categorised under the Act, and on whether additional kinds of content 
should be added to the categories of PPC and PC in the Act. 

A1.28 We also heard from children and young people across the UK about the kinds of harmful 
online content encountered by under 18s. In April 2026 we spoke to 10 young people aged 
14 or over at a meeting of the Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young 
People (NICCY) Youth Panel. We also hosted a meeting of the Ofcom Youth Advisory Board 
In April 2026, attended by 10 young people aged 14 to 17 and coordinated by the office of 
the Children’s Commissioner for England. In May 2026 we spoke to eight young people 
from Wales aged 13 to 18 at a meeting co-ordinated by the Vale of Glamorgan Youth 
Service. We heard from 24 children and young people from across Scotland who 
participated in engagement sessions delivered by Children First Scotland, who summarised 
participants’ views in a report.  

 Other sources used in our assessment 
• Ada Lovelace Institute and Nuffield Foundation, 2026. ‘I love it, but I hate it’ Young people’s 

experiences and expectations of growing up digital. [Accessed 29 September 2026]. Presents 
findings from youth-led research conducted in summer 2025, comprising of 10 creative 
interviews with 20- to 24-year-olds and four workshops with 29 young people aged 13 to 19 
from across the UK. 

• Amnesty International, 2025. Gen Z in the UK: Perceptions and experiences of misogyny on 
social media. [Accessed 9 July 2026]. Presents findings from a 20-minute online survey 
conducted in February 2025 with over 3000 16- to -25-year-olds in the UK. Data was 
weighted to be nationally representative. 

• Action on Smoking and health (ASH), 2026. Use of vapes among young people in Great 
Britain. [Accessed 29 September 2026]. Presents findings from a survey conducted in April 
and May 2026 with almost 3000 11- to 17-year-olds in Great Britain. Results were weighted 
to be representative of GB children aged 11 to 17. 

• Babic, A., Williams, M., and Luker, J. 2026. Social Media and Offline Violence. London 
Violence Reduction Unit. [Accessed 15 July 2026]. Presents findings from mixed-methods 
research, combining large scale social media analysis with 22 in-depth interviews and 8 focus 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-february-2026-stakeholder-roundtable-on-content-harmful-to-children.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-april-2026-engagement-with-the-northern-ireland-commissioner-for-children-and-young-people-niccy-youth-panel.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-april-2026-engagement-with-the-northern-ireland-commissioner-for-children-and-young-people-niccy-youth-panel.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-april-2026-meeting-of-the-ofcom-youth-advisory-board-convened-by-the-childrens-commissioner.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-april-2026-meeting-of-the-ofcom-youth-advisory-board-convened-by-the-childrens-commissioner.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-may-2026-engagement-facilitated-by-the-vale-of-glamorgan-youth-service.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/protecting-children/content-harmful-to-children/readout-from-may-2026-engagement-facilitated-by-the-vale-of-glamorgan-youth-service.pdf
https://www.childrenfirst.org.uk/media/5cbl1eqj/children-first-ofcom-report-may-2026-final-1.pdf
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/I-love-it-but-I-hate-it-1779289338.pdf
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/I-love-it-but-I-hate-it-1779289338.pdf
https://media.amnesty.org.uk/documents/Amnesty20International20-20Gen20Z20and20Online20Misogyny20202420-20Savant_15tE7g9.pdf
https://media.amnesty.org.uk/documents/Amnesty20International20-20Gen20Z20and20Online20Misogyny20202420-20Savant_15tE7g9.pdf
https://ash.org.uk/uploads/youth-vaping-fact-sheet-2026-FINAL.pdf?v=1784642092
https://ash.org.uk/uploads/youth-vaping-fact-sheet-2026-FINAL.pdf?v=1784642092
https://www.london.gov.uk/programmes-strategies/communities-and-social-justice/londons-violence-reduction-unit-vru/our-evidence-and-community-insight/vru-evidence-hub/online-harms-social-media-and-violence
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groups across London involving 46 young people aged 12 to 24, practitioners, and educators 
with close proximity to violence. 

• Barnardo’s and Censuswide, 2026. Survey of 13-20 year olds. [Accessed 24 July 2026]. Data 
tables from an online survey conducted in March 2026 with 4000 UK respondents aged 13 to 
20. 

• Center for Countering Digital Hate (CCDH). 2026. Up Next: Anorexia Algorithm. [Accessed 2 
August 2026]. Presents findings from avatar research conducted in April 2026, using three 
YouTube accounts representing 13-year-old girls in the UK, US and Ireland. 

• Children’s Commissioner, 2025. Sex is kind of broken now. [Accessed 09 July 2026]. Presents 
findings from mixed-methods research, combining a survey with over 1000 16- to 21-year-
olds in May 2025, and online focus groups with five 16- to 17-year-olds girls in July 2025. 
Survey results were weighted to be representative of 16- to 21-year-olds in England. 

• Children’s Commissioner, 2026. A healthy influence? Children’s exposure to appearance-
changing products online. [Accessed 21 May 2026]. Presents findings from mixed-methods 
research, combining focus groups with 18 young people aged 16 to 18 in October and 
November 2025 with a nationally representative survey conducted in December 2025 with 
2000 13- to 17-year-olds in England. 

• Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), 2026. Loneliness, isolation and social 
connection among boys and young men in England. [Accessed 29 September 2026]. Presents 
findings from secondary analysis of data concerning boys and young men aged 10 to 25 from 
two national surveys (Understanding Society and the Mental Health of Children and Young 
People). 

• Department for Education, 2025. National Behaviour Survey: Findings from academic year 
2024 to 2025. [Accessed 29 September 2026]. Delivered via the School and College Voice, a 
survey panel of senior leaders and teachers from state-funded primary, secondary and 
special schools and from colleges; and the Parent, Pupil and Learner Voice, a survey panel of 
parents, pupils and learners. 

• Firth, B., 2026. “Don’t Blame Life, Blame Your Face”: How online masculinity content and 
looksmaxxing is pushing some boys and young men to extremes. Centre for Young Lives. 
[Accessed 9 July 2026]. Presents findings from mixed-methods research comprising of an 
anonymous questionnaire; a call for evidence; five focus groups in England with 33 boys 
aged 13 to 18 between December 2025 and May 2026; interviews with 11 experts; and 
analysis of social media content via alias accounts pretending to be a 14-year-old boy from 
December 2025 to February 2026. 

• Girlguiding, 2025. Girls’ attitudes survey 2025: a girl’s world: sexism, misogyny, and the 
power of sisterhood. [Accessed 14 July 2026]. Presents findings from a survey conducted 
between February and May 2025 with over 2,600 girls and young women aged between 7 
and 21. 

• Girlguiding, 2025. One in four teens have seen pornographic deepfakes online. [Accessed 30 
June 2026]. Presents findings from a nationally representative survey conducted in January 
and February 2025 with over 2,000 UK 13- to 18-year-olds. 

• GOV.UK, 2026. Southport Inquiry [Accessed 2 September 2026]. 

• Home Office, 2026. The Southport Inquiry Report. [Accessed 16 September 2026]. 

• Internet Matters, 2025. Connected & Conflicted: Children’s perspectives on restricting social 
media for under-16s. [Accessed 20 July 2026]. Mixed methods research. Presents findings 
from the fourth wave of Internet Matters’ Digital Wellbeing Index online survey, conducted 

https://censuswide.com/case-study/barnardos-13-20-year-olds/
https://counterhate.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Eating-Disorders-Final-for-publishing.pdf
https://assets.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wpuploads/2025/08/cc-sex-is-kind-of-broken-now-children-and-pornography.pdf
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/resource/a-healthy-influence-childrens-exposure-to-appearance-changing-products-online/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/resource/a-healthy-influence-childrens-exposure-to-appearance-changing-products-online/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/loneliness-isolation-and-social-connection-among-boys-and-young-men-in-england/loneliness-isolation-and-social-connection-among-boys-and-young-men-in-england#fnref:33
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/loneliness-isolation-and-social-connection-among-boys-and-young-men-in-england/loneliness-isolation-and-social-connection-among-boys-and-young-men-in-england#fnref:33
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/691dd17a513046b952c50093/National_behaviour_suvery_report_2024_to_2025.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/691dd17a513046b952c50093/National_behaviour_suvery_report_2024_to_2025.pdf
https://media.cfyl.org.uk/Looksmaxxing+Report+v6.pdf
https://media.cfyl.org.uk/Looksmaxxing+Report+v6.pdf
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-resources/blogs-and-case-studies/gas/girlguiding-girls-attitudes-survey-2025.pdf
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-resources/blogs-and-case-studies/gas/girlguiding-girls-attitudes-survey-2025.pdf
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/about-us/press-releases/one-in-four-teens-have-seen-pornographic-deepfakes-online/
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/southport-inquiry
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-southport-inquiry-phase-1-report/phase-1-report-volume-1-accessible
https://www.internetmatters.org/hub/research/childrens-perspectives-on-restricting-social-media-for-under-16s/
https://www.internetmatters.org/hub/research/childrens-perspectives-on-restricting-social-media-for-under-16s/
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in August and September 2024 with 1,054 UK 9- to 16-year-olds and their parents, alongside 
findings from four focus groups and an in-depth interview conducted in January 2025 with 
31 children aged 13 to 15. 

• Internet Matters, 2025. Me, Myself and AI. [Accessed 29 September 2026]. Presents findings 
from mixed methods research combining desk research; findings from the April to May 2025 
wave of Internet Matters Pulse, a bi-annual nationally representative survey of 1,000 UK 
children aged 9 to 17 and 2,000 UK parents of children aged 3 to 17; four focus groups 
conducted in June 2025 with 27 children aged 13 to 17; four interviews with AI sector 
experts in June 2025; and user testing across three AI chatbots. 

• Internet Matters, 2026. Children’s Wellbeing in a Digital World: Year Five Index Report 2026. 
[Accessed 16 July 2026]. Presents findings from the fifth wave of the Digital Wellbeing Index 
online survey, conducted in September and October 2025 with 1,270 UK 9- to -16-year-olds 
and their parents. Samples were weighted to be representative of the broader population of 
UK children. 

• Internet Matters, 2026. Every child safe online: Supporting children with additional needs. 
[Accessed 16 July 2026]. Presents findings from the fifth wave of the Digital Wellbeing Index 
online survey, conducted in September and October 2025 with 1,270 UK 9- to -16-year-olds 
and their parents. Samples were weighted to be representative of the broader population of 
UK children. In this research, children with additional needs are defined as children who 
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A2. OS Monitoring & Evaluation 
Request for Information data  

A2.1 This Annex presents findings from information Ofcom requested from six service providers 
under section 100 (s100) of the Act. The information assessed is relevant for understanding 
the incidence of content harmful to children (CHC) on the sites and apps of these service 
providers. 

Data description 

Scope of the data 
A2.2 On 10 February 2026, Ofcom sent requests for information to six service providers in 

relation to large user-to-user sites and apps that they provide.307 The information 
requested included information to inform the analysis outlined in this Annex for the 
purposes of the report. Data relevant to this Report have been received from all six 
providers in relation to the sites and apps they provide. 

A2.3 These sites and apps are Facebook and Messenger (sent a combined information request), 
Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, WhatsApp, X, and YouTube. 

A2.4 We chose these user-to-user sites and apps because they have substantial reach among UK 
children and UK children frequently reported recent encounters with harmful content on 
them.308 

A2.5 The requests for information included a range of metrics relating to content moderation 
processes and outcomes on the sites and apps relevant to understanding the incidence of 
content harmful to children in four categories:309 

a) the volume of content actioned (e.g., removal, reduced visibility, age-restriction, etc.) 
under service providers’ community guideline categories or other internal categories 
used for content moderation relevant to CHC; 

b) the median and mean length of time content remains available on the site/app before 
the service providers take action;310 

c) the exposure of UK users determined by service providers as under 18 to such actioned 
content; and 

d) reports submitted by UK users under relevant reporting categories. 

 
307 These service providers are Meta Platforms Inc, WhatsApp LLC, Snap Group Limited, TikTok Information 
Technologies UK Limited, X Internet Unlimited Company, and Google LLC. 
308 Based on research reported in Ofcom, 2026. Children’s Online Experiences. 
309 The s100 information request also includes contextual questions, for example the number of UK users 
under 18 identified on the services, and the total volume of content available on the services. 
310 Findings from the analysis of data on the time taken to action content are not presented in this Annex. This 
is because the data did not show any clear and consistent patterns across sites and apps or across different 
kinds of CHC. In addition, given the nature of the metrics, the data could not be aggregated to the grouping of 
the kinds of CHC used in this Annex. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/research-statistics-and-data/protecting-children/childrens-online-experiences-research-report.pdf?v=418198
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A2.6 Ofcom requested monthly data between January 2024 and December 2025 where 
available. The data requested was similar across recipients of the requests for information, 
with some tailoring to specific sites and apps where appropriate. 

Data availability varies across sites and apps 
A2.7 We find that the availability of the data requested varied substantially across sites and 

apps and by metric type: some service providers were able to provide certain metrics only 
for part of the reporting period, or could not provide certain metrics or specific 
breakdowns. 

a) Data on actioned content: all service providers provided some data on the volume of 
content actioned on their sites and apps. Most service providers provided these data 
covering at least part of 2024. However, for three sites and apps complete data were 
only available for part of 2025.311 

b) Data on time to action content on their sites and apps: one service provider could not 
provide this information;312 another could not provide the requested information and 
provided an alternative instead;313 this information was not requested from one service 
provider []. The other service providers were able to provide data on the time to 
action content on their sites and apps,314 although one of them was unable to reliably 
calculate some observations and hence provided only partial data.315 

c) Data on exposure of UK users under 18 to content actioned on their sites and apps: 
one service provider only provided exposure data for a short time period;316 two service 
providers could not provide the data specifically for UK users under 18;317 one service 
provider could only provide complete data for content subject to certain types of 
actions;318 one service provider provided estimates rather than exact data;319 and []. 

d) Data on user reports submitted by UK users: one service provider was unable to 
provide the requested data;320 another service provider could not disaggregate the data 
by age of the reporting user and was only able to provide aggregate data (across all 
ages) for part of the reporting period;321 another service provider could not provide the 
data disaggregated by the reason for the report;322 and another service provider 
provided the requested data in a different format.323 

A2.8 In general, service providers’ ability to provide the requested data was affected by several 
factors including short data retention periods for certain metrics and limitations in internal 
data collection systems. For example, some service providers have difficulties providing 

 
311 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
312 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
313 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
314 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
315 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
316 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
317 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
318 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
319 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
320 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
321 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
322 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
323 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
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data specifically on UK users or could only provide some metrics in aggregate (e.g., without 
breakdowns by the reasons a piece of content was subject to action or reported by users).

Data limitations 
A2.9 The findings presented in this Annex should be interpreted with caution in light of the 

nature of the metrics collected and the way in which harms are categorised by service 
providers. 

The requested data should be interpreted alongside wider evidence 
A2.10 The data requested from service providers should be considered together with other 

sources of information. It is important to remember that the data on volume of content 
actioned on sites and apps are based on content that has been identified by service 
providers through their content moderation processes (including actions taken via service 
providers’ own initiative and as a result of users reporting the content), and do not capture 
harmful content that remains undetected.324 Similarly, data on user exposure only account 
for content detected by service providers. 

A2.11 As a result, changes over time in one or more of these metrics does not necessarily indicate 
changes in the incidence of the underlying harms. For example, if more content was 
actioned, that could be because service providers are now better at detecting it rather than 
because there is more harmful content on the site/app. Such changes should therefore be 
considered alongside the broader context and evidence from other sources (for example 
user surveys and information on changes in service providers’ processes). Any changes may 
also reflect factors such as changes to community guidelines, detection capabilities, 
enforcement approaches, or user reporting behaviour. 

Service providers use own definitions to identify CHC-related content  
A2.12 Service providers were asked to provide data based on their own classification of policy 

violations (often called “community guidelines”, or similar) for their sites and apps, instead 
of using the definition of kinds of CHC as set out in the Act. This approach was adopted to 
allow service providers to provide historical data in the format they already collect it. 

A2.13 Despite broad alignment between the harms covered by the community guideline 
categories and the kinds of CHC set out in the Act, there are two main ways they differ. 

A2.14 First, the community guidelines of sites and apps may define categories more broadly or 
more narrowly than the corresponding kinds of CHC under the Act. As a result, some 
content or behaviours that are actioned under a particular community guideline category 
may not fall under the definition of CHC.325 Vice versa, it is also possible that content or 

 
324 Some service providers ([]) produce and publish their own metrics to estimate the true incidence of 
harmful content on their sites and apps – these metrics are often called prevalence metrics. Prevalence 
metrics are typically derived by analysing random samples of content (which could include content that had 
not been detected by the service provider), identifying violating content within the sample through a separate 
review process, and then estimating the share of views of violating content. The statistical methodologies used 
to produce these estimates vary across service providers. However, these prevalence metrics are not produced 
specifically for the UK, are not available for some kinds of CHC due to lack of robust estimates, and, in some 
cases ([]) are not disaggregated by kinds of CHC. For these reasons, these prevalence metrics have been 
considered as contextual information in forming our overall assessment, but are not reported separately in 
this report. 
325 [] 
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behaviours that qualify as CHC under the Act are not prohibited or restricted according to 
the community guidelines. 

A2.15 Second, the mapping between community guideline categories and kinds of CHC as set out 
in the Act is not always one-to-one. In several cases, a single community guideline category 
may capture content relevant to multiple kinds of CHC, while a single kind of CHC may be 
reflected across multiple community guideline categories. When individual kinds of CHC 
could not be reliably distinguished from others in the data, we grouped them together for 
the purposes of this analysis. 

A2.16 To map the community guideline categories to kinds of CHC as set out in the Act, we drew 
on information submitted by service providers in response to these requests for 
information, as well as relevant information provided to Ofcom through other regulatory 
submissions.326 

A2.17 Taken together, these considerations mean that the data described in this Annex are better 
suited to identifying broad patterns, trends and changes on individual sites and apps. The 
data should not be used to make comparisons between the different sites and apps. 
Findings should be interpreted as indicative rather than direct measures of the incidence of 
specific kinds of CHC, and should be considered alongside other sources of evidence. 

A2.18 We also note that data on user reports are provided based on categories for which users 
can report content on the site/app, these can differ from the site/app’s community 
guideline categories. In most cases, there is clear alignment between user reporting 
categories and community guideline categories. 

A2.19 Where relevant, important differences in data coverage, methodologies and classification 
approaches are highlighted in each of the below sections alongside the findings. 

Findings from service providers’ data 

Pornographic content  
Coverage in community guidelines and limitations  
A2.20 All service providers we requested data from already had community guideline categories 

that prohibit or restrict at least to some extent pornographic content on their sites and 
apps in 2024. 

A2.21 In service providers’ community guidelines, categories related to pornographic content are 
generally distinct from categories related to other kinds of CHC. For this analysis, we 
therefore interpret data from these community guideline categories as good proxies for 
understanding the data on pornographic content. 

Key findings 
A2.22 We analysed data from service providers on the volume of content actioned on their sites 

and apps for community guideline categories related to pornographic content, exposure of 
UK children to this content,327 and user reports submitted by UK users and UK for reporting 
reasons related to pornographic content. 

 
326 [] 
327 Where exposure data on UK children were not available, we have analysed exposure data on UK users. 
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A2.23 Overall, the data provided from service providers indicate that pornographic content was 
among the most prominent kinds of CHC on the sites and apps in scope of the information 
request, during the reporting period. 

a) On five of the seven sites and apps pornographic content was the kind of CHC they took 
most action on during at least part of the reporting period.328 

b) On the other two sites and apps, pornographic content accounted for a small share of 
CHC-related actioned content.329 However, exposure data for these two sites and apps 
suggests that this type of content attracted a higher level of exposure compared with 
other categories related to CHC. 

A2.24 Of the five sites and apps where data are available, pornographic content was among the 
most reported kinds of CHC by UK users on four of them.330 This is also the case for reports 
by UK children on the three sites and apps where data can be disaggregated by age.331 Data 
also show that user reports for pornographic content have higher action rates (that is are 
more likely to lead to action) than reports relating to other kinds of CHC. 

A2.25 The data provided by service providers do not show a consistent trend across sites and 
apps. 

a) On two sites and apps the volume of actioned pornographic content increased over the 
course of 2025.332 On one, the increase happened around July 2025, when the 
protection of children’s duties came into force. This increase was primarily driven by an 
increase in content that the service provider reported as having been “downranked”.333 

b) On three other sites and apps there was a reduction in actioned pornographic content 
over the course of 2025.334 

c) On one site/app, the data show stable volumes of detected pornographic content over 
time.335 For another site/app, the available time series is not sufficiently long to assess 
trends over time.336 

A2.26 Of the four sites and apps that provided data on user reports for more than 6 months, 
reports by UK users relating to pornographic content were broadly stable on three of them 
but declined on one.337 Among UK children, reports declined on two sites and apps.338 The 
historical coverage of exposure data is in general too limited to assess trends over time. 

 
328 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
329 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
330 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
331 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
332 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
333 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. [] 
334 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
335 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
336 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
337 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
338 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
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Suicide, Self-Harm and Eating Disorder content  
Coverage in community guidelines and limitations 
A2.27 All service providers we requested data from already had community guideline categories 

that prohibit or restrict at least to some extent either suicide and self-harm content, 
and/or eating disorder content on their sites and apps in 2024. 

A2.28 It is not possible to analyse suicide and self-harm content and eating disorder content 
separately because for five sites and apps, the data is combined into one community 
guideline category.339 On two sites and apps suicide and self-harm content and eating 
disorder content could also be recorded under other broader community guideline 
categories.340 We have not included the broader community guideline categories in the 
findings presented below as they are likely to predominantly capture content associated 
with other types of harmful content. 

A2.29 [].341 Another site/app provided data for suicide and self-harm content and eating 
disorder content separately; [].342 

Key findings 
A2.30 In terms of volume of actioned content, the data indicates that suicide, self-harm and 

eating disorder content represented a small share of CHC-related categories on six of the 
seven sites and apps in scope of the information request. On the seventh site/app, this 
content was the second-largest CHC-related category until August 2025 and became the 
largest category from September 2025 onwards.343 

A2.31 Although suicide, self-harm and eating disorder content accounted for a small share of 
CHC-related categories, we observe an increase in content actioned for these CHC-related 
categories on three apps and sites.344 On another site/app the total volume of actioned 
content for suicide, self-harm and eating disorder content declined in the last quarter of 
2025.345 

A2.32 Only one site/app captured eating disorder content in a separate community guideline 
category from suicide and self-harm content.346 [].347 

A2.33 Where data is available, exposure and user reports data show that suicide, self-harm and 
eating disorder content collectively accounted for a relatively small share of CHC-related 
exposure and user reports across sites and apps in scope of the information request.348 

 
339 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
340 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
341 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
342 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
343 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. This is not due 
to an increase in actioned content for suicide, self-harm and eating disorder content but to a decline in 
actioned content for other categories. 
344 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
345 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
346 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
347 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
348 We are unable to comment on time trends for exposure data, as this data are typically available for only a 
limited part of the reporting period. Data for user reports, where available, have typically remained stable or 
declined over time ([]), with the exception of one site/app ([]) where user reports by UK users related to 
these kinds of CHC have increased in absolute terms. 
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Abuse and Hate, Bullying, and Violent content 
Coverage in community guidelines and limitations 
A2.34 All service providers we requested data from already had community guideline categories 

that prohibit or restrict, at least to some extent, abuse and hate, bullying and violent 
content on their sites and apps in 2024. 

A2.35 On three sites and apps, the definitions that service providers used in their community 
guideline categories did not map precisely to abuse and hate, bullying and violent content, 
i.e. the categories used by service providers may capture more than one kind of CHC.349 For 
these three sites and apps we have analysed abuse and hate, bullying and violent content 
as one group. 

A2.36 For the remaining four sites and apps, the definitions of the community guideline 
categories can be mapped separately to the three kinds of CHC.350 For these sites and apps 
the analysis is also presented separately. 

Key findings 
A2.37 Overall, data provided by service providers indicates that hate and abuse, bullying, and 

violent content together accounted for a substantial share of CHC on four out of the seven 
sites and apps in scope of the data request during the reporting period. 

A2.38 When we analysed abuse and hate, bullying, and violent content together we found: 

a) On one site/app, abuse and hate, bullying, and violent content collectively accounted 
for the vast majority of all CHC-related actioned content throughout the reporting 
period.351 

b) On another site/app, abuse and hate, bullying, and violent content collectively 
accounted for the majority of removed content although the amount of removed abuse 
and hate, bullying and violent content declined over time.352 

c) On two sites and apps, abuse and hate, bullying, and violent content collectively 
accounted for a substantial (but not majority) share of all CHC-related actioned 
content.353 In the case of [], the share of these combined categories has declined in 
the last quarter of 2025.354 

d) On two other sites and apps, categories related to abuse and hate, bullying, and violent 
content collectively accounted for a smaller and stable share of CHC-related actioned 
content.355 

e) On the last site/app, abuse and hate, bullying, and violent content combined accounted 
for a small share of CHC-related actions.356 

 
349 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
350 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
351 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
352 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. [] 
353 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
354 On this site/app we can distinguish community guideline categories related to the three kinds of CHC. The 
decline was mostly driven by a decline in violent content. 
355 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
356 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
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A2.39 On the four sites and apps where we can distinguish categories related to each of the three 
kinds of CHC in the data, the relative prominence of these three kinds of CHC varies.357 
Bullying content was the most prominent among the three on one site/app,358 while 
violent content accounted for the largest share on the other three.359 

A2.40 Where available, data on user exposure are broadly consistent with the data on actions 
taken by service providers. 

A2.41 In terms of user reporting, abuse and hate, bullying, and violent content (combined) were 
the most frequently reported CHC-related categories by UK users on the five sites and apps 
that provided user reporting data.360 This is also the case for reports by UK children on the 
four sites and apps where we can observe reports submitted by UK children specifically.361 
On the sites and apps where we can distinguish the three kinds of CHC, bullying content is 
the most frequently reported kind of CHC among the three.362 

Dangerous Stunts and Challenges, and Harmful Substances 
content 
Coverage in community guidelines and limitations 
A2.42 All service providers we requested data from already had community guidelines that 

prohibit or restrict at least to some extent dangerous stunts and challenges content and 
harmful substances content on their sites and apps in 2024. 

A2.43 The relevant community guideline categories of sites and apps do not correspond to (i) 
dangerous stunts and challenges content and (ii) harmful substances content. On four sites 
and apps, dangerous stunts and challenges content and harmful substances content are 
accounted for by a single community guideline category.363 On one of these, additional 
categories also contain dangerous stunts and challenges and harmful substances 
content.364 We have not included these additional categories in the findings presented 
below as they are likely to predominantly capture content associated with other types of 
harmful content. 

A2.44 On one site/app, data were provided separately for dangerous stunts and challenges 
content and harmful substances content.365 On another site/app, data relating to harmful 
substances content can be identified separately, whereas data relating to dangerous stunts 
and challenges content is grouped within broader categories, [].366 

A2.45 On a third site/app, dangerous stunts and challenges content and harmful substances 
content cannot be distinguished from other broader community guideline categories.367 
For this analysis, we therefore do not discuss the data of this site/app further for 
dangerous stunts and challenges and harmful substances content. 

 
357 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
358 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
359 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
360 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
361 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
362 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
363 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
364 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
365 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
366 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
367 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
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A2.46 For the reasons above, we present most of the analysis related to these two kinds of CHC 
together but we distinguish between the two where the data allow. 

Key findings 
A2.47 The data provided by service providers indicates that the prominence of dangerous stunts 

and challenges and harmful substances content collectively varies across sites and apps. 

a) On two sites and apps, dangerous stunts and challenges content and harmful 
substances accounted collectively for a very small share of CHC-related actioned 
content throughout the reporting period.368 

b) On one site/app, the share of content actioned for categories related to harmful 
substances content was small. 369 

c) On two other sites and apps, dangerous stunts and challenges content and harmful 
substances content represented a more sizeable share of CHC-related actioned content, 
although this share declined slightly over the reporting period.370 

A2.48 On another site/app, harmful substance content became the leading CHC-related reason 
for actions [] from late 2024 due to a substantial increase in volume of actions taken 
under the community guideline category related to this kind of CHC.371 

A2.49 Where data on user exposure is available, the findings are consistent with actioned 
content.372 

A2.50 The prominence of dangerous stunts and challenges content and harmful substances 
content combined in UK user reports varies across sites and apps: 

a) it was negligible on two sites and apps (for both all UK user reports, and those by UK 
children only).373 

b) on two other sites and apps dangerous stunts and challenges and harmful substances 
content represents a bigger, though still small, share.374 

 

 
368 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
369 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. []. We are 
unable to distinguish dangerous stunts and challenges content from other kinds of CHC for this site/app.  
370 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
371 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
372 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
373 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
374 [] Information received in response to requests for information issued 10 February 2026. 
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A3. Analysis of children’s 
wellbeing after exposure to 
harmful content 

Overview 
A3.1 This annex sets out the detail of our analysis taken from the Children’s Online Safety 

Tracker (COST) on whether children who reported exposure to content harmful to children 
online (“harmful content”) also reported lower wellbeing. We examined this relationship 
for various kinds of harmful content and whether it varied by the age group and gender of 
the children exposed. 

A3.2 We used a regression approach with control variables to account for various ways that 
children who reported exposure to a particular kind of harmful content differed from 
children who did not report exposure.375 By taking these differences into account, our 
results provide a better comparison between children exposed to a kind of harmful content 
and similar children who were not exposed to such content, helping us isolate the 
relationship between exposure to harmful content online and wellbeing. 

A3.3 Individual results should not be treated as causal. Children exposed to harmful content 
online can differ from other children in ways that our methodology cannot fully account 
for, and some of the wellbeing differences we observe may reflect these differences, 
rather than being attributable to the exposure to harmful content. In addition, children’s 
wellbeing may influence the likelihood of them being exposed to harmful content. For 
example, children who are less satisfied with their lives may be more likely to seek out self-
harm content. 

A3.4 Where we did not find that children exposed to harmful content had lower wellbeing, this 
does not mean that harmful content had no impact on children’s wellbeing. Our sample 
size was not large enough to identify all meaningful wellbeing differences, especially for 
the kinds of harmful content that fewer children are exposed to. Additionally, as explained 
in paragraphs A3.18 to A3.20, our methodology may have more easily identified wellbeing 
differences associated with the harmful content seen by children exposed to fewer kinds of 
harmful content, and may have been worse at identifying wellbeing differences associated 
with kinds of harmful content that impact children’s mental health. 

A3.5 Our main findings were: 

a) For several kinds of harmful content, we found that children who reported exposure to 
the content also reported lower wellbeing across a range of metrics.376 These 
differences sometimes varied by gender and age group, highlighting how exposure to 
the same kind of harmful content is more strongly associated with lower wellbeing for 
some groups of children than others.377 

 
375 This approach is explained in paragraphs A3.11 to A3.13. 
376 See Figure A3.2 for a list of all 12 wellbeing metrics and paragraph A3.27 for these results in full. 
377 See paragraphs A3.29 to A3.31 for these results in full. 
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b) We consistently found a strong association between exposure to bullying content and 
lower wellbeing. Children who reported recent online exposure to bullying content also 
reported lower wellbeing across all 12 of our metrics.378 

A3.6 We conducted a range of robustness checks by modifying our methodology in several 
ways. These changes did not meaningfully affect our main findings. 

A3.7 The rest of this annex sets out the data and methodology before explaining our results and 
how they have been interpreted. We also present some information on the extent to which 
children in our sample reported exposure to multiple kinds of harmful content (co-
exposure). 

Data and methodology 

Data source 
A3.8 We combined Waves 2 and 3 of the Children’s Online Safety Tracker (COST), focusing on 

children aged 13 to 17.379 This runs twice a year, tracking children’s experiences of being 
online. It includes information on children’s exposure to harmful content (in a four-week 
period), a range of wellbeing metrics and demographic characteristics.380 More detail 
about COST can be found in Annex 1. We used survey weights to make our sample 
representative of 13 to 17-year-olds in the UK across age, gender, nation, region, ethnicity 
and socio-economic grade. 

A3.9 Figures A3.1 and A3.2 contain summary statistics on respondents’ exposure to different 
kinds of harmful content and their wellbeing, as collected in COST. The kinds of harmful 
content are those currently categorised as primary priority content (PPC), priority content 
(PC), or non-designated content (NDC). Each kind of harmful content is measured as a 
binary variable indicating whether a child reported seeing or hearing that kind of content 
online in the previous four weeks. 

 
378 Children who reported recent online exposure to bullying content reported being less satisfied with their 
lives, less happy with their safety online, the amount of time they spend online and the things they do online 
and reported being less happy that the things they see online are appropriate for their age. They also said that 
being online had a worse effect on their relationships with friends and family and on how they feel about 
themselves and their lives. In addition, they reported feeling less safe using social media, gaming online and 
messaging others in chats. 
379 Ofcom, 2026. Children's Online Safety Tracker (COST). Wave 2 of COST was conducted between November 
and December 2025, and Wave 3 was conducted between March and April 2026. We did not use data from 
Wave 1 because children were not asked about their exposure to depression and body stigma content in that 
wave. Although COST surveys younger children, we excluded children under the age of 13 from our analysis, as 
not all of the questions used in our statistical model were asked to this group. Our final sample size varied 
between 1,639 and 1,745 depending on the wellbeing metric investigated. 
380 All answers were self-reported either by the children or their parent/guardian. 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/media-use-and-attitudes/online-habits/childrens-experiences-of-using-online-services
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Figure A3.1: Exposure to harmful content summary statistics381 

 

A3.10 The wellbeing metrics in COST fall into four groups. The first question measures children’s 
satisfaction with their overall lives. The next four measure how happy children are with 
specific aspects of their online lives. A further four measure the impact of children’s online 
lives on their offline lives, and the final three measure how safe children feel using specific 
services online. Together they provide a broad picture of children’s wellbeing both online 
and offline, and how children’s experiences online affect their lives more generally. 

 
381 The levels of exposure reported here may differ to those published alongside COST because this figure is 
based on a subsample combining respondents from Waves 2 and 3.  
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Figure A3.2: Wellbeing summary statistics382 

 

Control variable approach 
A3.11 To better isolate the relationships between exposure to harmful content and wellbeing, we 

used a regression approach with control variables. This allowed us to compare children 
who reported exposure to harmful content with those who did not report exposure to such 
content, while accounting for differences between the two groups in certain 
characteristics. 

A3.12 For example, in our data, children with health conditions were more likely to have both 
reported exposure to harmful content and lower life satisfaction. Without accounting for 
health conditions, any wellbeing differences observed between children who were and 
were not exposed to harmful content could have been partly reflective of health 
differences, rather than an association with exposure to harmful content. 

A3.13 By controlling for a range of characteristics, our regression approach reduced the extent to 
which observed wellbeing differences were driven by these factors. This helped us identify 
the association between exposure to harmful content and wellbeing, after accounting for 
differences in our control variables between children exposed to harmful content and 
those who were not exposed to such content. 

A3.14 Our control variables covered several aspects of children’s lives. These included 
demographic characteristics, such as socio-economic grade, sexuality and health 
conditions, as well as aspects of children’s online lives, including the mainstream platforms 

 
382 Some children also answered “I don’t know” or “I don’t want to answer this” to specific wellbeing 
questions. We excluded these responses from our analysis because it is not possible to determine whether 
these responses indicate better or worse wellbeing than the other response options. 



 

 

69 

they used, the amount of time they spent online, and their recent exposure to other kinds 
of harmful content.383 

A3.15 Our results therefore show the wellbeing differences between children who reported 
recent exposure to a particular kind of harmful content and those who did not report 
exposure to such content, after accounting for how these children differed in the 
characteristics covered by our control variables. 

Limitations 
A3.16 Although our methodology accounted for a range of differences between children who 

reported exposure to a particular kind of harmful content and children who did not report 
exposure, our results should not be treated as causal. There are many factors that may 
affect both a child’s likelihood of being exposed to harmful content and their wellbeing 
that we do not observe in our data.384 As a result, some of the wellbeing differences we 
found may reflect differences in these underlying factors rather than an association with 
exposure to harmful content. Additionally, for some of our metrics, children’s wellbeing 
may have affected their likelihood of being exposed to certain kinds of harmful content.385 

A3.17 Where we did not find wellbeing differences between children who reported exposure to a 
particular kind of harmful content and those who did not, this does not mean that 
exposure to the content had no impact on children’s wellbeing. Our sample size was only 
large enough to identify relatively large wellbeing differences between groups of children, 
particularly for the kinds of harmful content to which fewer children were exposed. As a 
result, some wellbeing differences associated with exposure to a particular kind of harmful 
content may exist but not have been statistically identified in our data. 

A3.18 By including mental health as one of our control variables, our methodology may have 
understated any wellbeing associations with the kinds of harmful content that impact 
mental health. Poorer mental health likely reduces children’s wellbeing and may also make 
children more likely to be exposed to some kinds of harmful content online.386 To address 
this possibility, we accounted for differences in mental health when we compared the 
wellbeing of children exposed to a particular kind of harmful content with children not 
exposed to such content. 

A3.19 However, if exposure to harmful content increased the likelihood of children developing a 
mental health condition, which in turn reduced wellbeing, part of any impact of harmful 

 
383 Our control variables were: the child’s gender and age; their parent’s age; whether or not a child under 
seven lived in the child’s household; the number of other children who lived in the household; the region of 
the UK, and urbanity of the household; the child’s socio-economic group; if English was the child’s first 
language; what, if any, physical and mental health conditions the child had; the child’s sexuality; how much 
help the child had with the survey and the gender of the parent that helped with the survey; how much time 
the child felt they spend online during the week; how much time they felt they spend online during the 
weekend; and what platforms they had used in the last four weeks. When we investigated whether children 
exposed to a kind of harmful content reported lower wellbeing, we also controlled for which of the other kinds 
of harmful content these children had reported being exposed to. 
384 For example, some children may be more pessimistic, which could cause them to report having been 
exposed to more kinds of harmful content and report lower wellbeing. Alternatively, children who are more 
digitally literate may be more likely to recognise kinds of harmful content and may also have better online 
wellbeing because of their digital literacy. 
385 For example, a child who is less satisfied with their life may be more likely to seek out harmful content 
online. 
386 For example, a child with depression may be more likely to seek out depressive content. 
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content may have been masked by us accounting for the worse mental health of the 
children exposed to a kind of harmful content. As a result, including mental health as one 
of our control variables may have led us to understate the total relationship between 
exposure to some kinds of harmful content and wellbeing. 

A3.20 In this data, children who reported recent exposure to a greater number of kinds of 
harmful content tended to report lower wellbeing. However, this relationship became 
weaker the more kinds of harmful content that children were exposed to. One possible 
explanation for this is that the incremental impact of exposure to a kind of harmful content 
decreased as children were exposed to more kinds of harmful content. If this were the 
case, our methodology would have more easily identified wellbeing differences associated 
with harmful content seen by children exposed to fewer kinds of harmful content. 

Estimating and testing relationships 
A3.21 The wellbeing metrics have four response options that can be ordered from better 

wellbeing to worse wellbeing. We therefore used an ordered logit model, which is 
designed for analysing this kind of ranked response. For each wellbeing metric, the model 
compared children who were exposed to a particular kind of harmful content with those 
who were not, after accounting for differences in our control variables and children’s 
exposure to other kinds of harmful content.387 This allowed us to estimate whether 
exposure to each kind of harmful content was associated with lower reported wellbeing. 

A3.22 For each kind of harmful content and wellbeing metric, we then tested in our model 
whether children who reported exposure to the harmful content also reported lower levels 
of wellbeing, once these other factors had been taken into account. We did this using a 
one-sided test.388 We report results that are statistically significant at the 5% or 10% levels. 
The 5% level is the conventional threshold for statistical significance. However, given our 
relatively small sample size we sometimes highlight results that were only statistically 
significant at the 10% level, noting where this is the case. 

A3.23 We then tested whether these results varied across gender. To do this, we estimated a 
model that captured the relationship between exposure to harmful content and reported 
wellbeing separately for boys and girls. We first tested whether children who were 
exposed to harmful content reported lower wellbeing within each gender group.389 We 

 
387 Formally, for each wellbeing metric we used maximum likelihood estimation to estimate the following 
model, using robust standard errors: 
 

𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑔𝑔𝑖𝑖∗ = 𝛼𝛼+ 𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝑖𝑖′𝜷𝜷 + 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖′𝜸𝜸 + 𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖   
 

𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖~𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿(0,1)  
 

𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖 =

⎩
⎨

⎧
1       𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖                 𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑔𝑔𝑖𝑖∗ ≤ 𝜇𝜇1,
2       𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖     𝜇𝜇1 <  𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑔𝑔𝑖𝑖∗  ≤ 𝜇𝜇2,
3       𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖     𝜇𝜇2 <  𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑔𝑔𝑖𝑖∗  ≤ 𝜇𝜇3,
4       𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖     𝜇𝜇3 <  𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑔𝑔𝑖𝑖∗            

 

 
388 We used a t-test, where for each kind of harmful content k, we tested 𝛽𝛽𝑘𝑘 < 0, against the null hypothesis of 
𝛽𝛽𝑘𝑘 ≥ 0. 
389 We estimated the same model as in footnote 387 but allowed 𝜷𝜷 to vary with either age or gender. We call 
this 𝜷𝜷𝒈𝒈. 
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then tested whether the relationships between exposure and wellbeing differed between 
boys and girls. 

A3.24 We then repeated the same analysis by age group, comparing children under 16 and those 
aged 16 and over.390 As before, we report results that are statistically significant at both 
the 5% and 10% levels. 

Results and interpretation 

Main results 
A3.25 Table A3.1 presents our primary results regarding whether children who reported exposure 

to specific kinds of harmful content reported lower wellbeing than those who did not 
report exposure to such content. These tests were conducted after accounting for how 
children who reported exposure to a kind of harmful content differed from children who 
did not report exposure, in a range of demographic characteristics, aspects of their online 
lives and what other kinds of harmful content they were exposed to. The table is presented 
at the end of this annex. 

A3.26 Two stars indicate that the null hypothesis that children who reported exposure to the 
harmful content did not report lower wellbeing was rejected at the 5% significance level. In 
these cases, we found evidence that children who were exposed to the harmful content 
reported lower wellbeing, even after accounting for differences in our control variables 
and what other kinds of harmful content they were exposed to. One star indicates that the 
null hypothesis was rejected at the 10% significance level, but not the 5% level. In these 
cases, there is some evidence that children who were exposed to the harmful content 
reported lower wellbeing, but the evidence does not meet the conventional threshold of 
statistical significance. 

A3.27 We found that: 

a) Pornographic content: Compared to other children, children who reported recent 
online exposure to pornographic content were statistically significantly less happy that 
what they see online is appropriate for their age, felt statistically significantly less safe 
using social media, and felt that being online had a statistically significantly worse effect 
on how they feel about themselves and about their lives. 

b) Self-harm content: Compared to other children, those who reported recent online 
exposure to self-harm content were statistically significantly less satisfied with their 
lives and the things they do online, and felt that being online had a statistically 
significantly worse effect on their relationships with their friends and family, and on 
how they feel about themselves. 

c) Abuse and hate content: Compared to other children, those who reported recent 
online exposure to abuse and hate content were statistically significantly less happy 
with their safety online, felt statistically significantly less safe messaging others in chat, 
and felt that being online had a statistically significantly worse effect on their 
relationship with their family, and on how they feel about themselves and their own 
lives. 

 
390 First, we used t-tests, where for each kind of harmful content k, and subgroup g, we tested 𝛽𝛽𝑘𝑘,𝑔𝑔 < 0, 
against the null hypothesis of 𝛽𝛽𝑘𝑘,𝑔𝑔 ≥ 0. We then used a Wald test, where we tested 𝛽𝛽𝑘𝑘,1 ≠ 𝛽𝛽𝑘𝑘,2 against the null 
hypothesis of 𝛽𝛽𝑘𝑘,1 = 𝛽𝛽𝑘𝑘,2. 
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d) Bullying content: We consistently found a strong association between exposure to 
bullying content and lower wellbeing. Compared to other children, those who reported 
recent online exposure to bullying content reported statistically significantly lower 
wellbeing across all 12 metrics.391 

e) Depression content: Compared to other children, those who reported recent online 
exposure to depression content were statistically significantly less happy with the things 
they do online, felt statistically significantly less safe gaming online, and felt that being 
online had a statistically significantly worse effect on their relationship with their 
friends. 

f) Body stigma content: Compared to other children, those who reported recent online 
exposure to body stigma content were statistically significantly less satisfied with their 
lives, their safety online and the time they spend online, felt statistically significantly 
less safe using social media and felt that being online had a statistically significantly 
worse effect on their relationship with their friends. 

Results by gender 
A3.28 Tables A3.2 and A3.3 present the results separately by gender and age group. As in Table 

A3.1, stars indicate results that were statistically significant at either the 5% or 10% levels. 
In addition, cells highlighted in yellow, with italic, underlined stars, indicate that the 
relationship between exposure to harmful content and wellbeing differed between 
genders or age groups at the 10% significance level. Orange highlighted cells with bold, 
underlined stars, indicate that the relationship differed between genders or groups at the 
5% significance level. For the sake of brevity, we only present the results that we consider 
to be noteworthy. These tables are presented at the end of this annex. 

A3.29 We found that exposure to pornographic, self-harm, harmful substances and body stigma 
content was more strongly associated with lower wellbeing for girls than it was for boys. 

a) Compared to other girls, those who reported exposure to pornographic content 
reported statistically significantly lower wellbeing across six metrics.392 In contrast, boys 
who reported exposure to pornographic content only reported statistically significantly 
lower wellbeing than other boys across three metrics.393 

b) Girls who reported exposure to self-harm content reported statistically significantly 
lower wellbeing across five metrics, whereas we did not find statistically significant 
evidence of an association between exposure to self-harm content and any wellbeing 
metric among boys.394 

 
391 For one of the 12 metrics, children exposed to bullying only had statistically significantly lower wellbeing at 
the 10% level. 
392 Girls who reported exposure to pornographic content also reported being less happy with their safety 
online, the amount of time that they spend online and being less happy that what they see online is 
appropriate for their age. They also said that being online has a worse effect on how they feel about 
themselves and their lives and reported feeling less safe using social media. 
393 For girls, four of these six differences were statistically significant at the 5% level and for boys, two of these 
three differences were statistically significant at the 5% level. The relationship between exposure to 
pornographic content and wellbeing was also statistically significantly different between boys and girls for one 
of these metrics. 
394 Girls who reported exposure to self-harm content reported being less satisfied with life and less happy with 
the things they do online. They also said that being online had a worse effect on their relationships with both 
their friends and family, and on how they feel about both themselves and their lives. 
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c) Girls who reported exposure to body stigma content reported statistically significantly 
lower wellbeing across three metrics, whereas we did not find statistically significant 
evidence of an association between exposure to body-stigma content and any metric 
among boys.395 

d) Girls who reported exposure to harmful substances content online felt statistically 
significantly less safe using social media, gaming online and messaging others in chat. By 
contrast, we did not find statistically significant evidence of an association between 
exposure to harmful substances content and any of these three metrics among boys. In 
addition, the relationships between exposure to harmful substances and these 
wellbeing metrics were statistically significantly different between boys and girls. 

A3.30 By contrast, we found that exposure to depression content was more strongly associated 
with lower wellbeing for boys than it was for girls. Compared to other boys, those who 
reported exposure to depression content felt that being online had a statistically 
significantly worse effect on their relationship with their friends and on how they feel 
about themselves. In contrast, we did not find statistically significant evidence of an 
association between exposure to depression content and either of these metrics among 
girls. Additionally, the relationships between exposure to depression content and these 
wellbeing metrics were statistically significantly different between boys and girls.396 

Results by age group 
A3.31 We found that exposure to abuse and hate content was more strongly associated with 

lower wellbeing in 13 to 15-year-olds, whereas exposure to eating disorder content was 
more strongly associated with lower wellbeing in 16 to 17-year-olds. 

e) Compared to other 13 to 15-year-olds, those who reported exposure to abuse and hate 
content online reported statistically significantly lower wellbeing across six metrics.397 In 
contrast, 16 to 17-year-olds who reported exposure to abuse and hate content online 
only reported lower wellbeing than other 16 to 17-year-olds on one metric.398 

f) Compared to other 16 to 17-year-olds, those who reported exposure to eating disorder 
content were statistically significantly less happy with the things they do online and 
their safety online, and felt that being online had a statistically significantly worse effect 
on their relationship with their family and on how they feel about themselves.399 In 
contrast, we did not find statistically significant evidence of an association between 
exposure to eating disorder content and any of these four metrics among 13 to 15-year-
olds. The relationship between exposure to eating disorder content and these wellbeing 

 
395 Girls who reported exposure to body stigma content also reported being less satisfied with life, less happy 
with their safety online and less happy that the things they see online are appropriate for their age. They also 
said that being online had a worse effect on how they feel about themselves and reported feeling less safe 
using social media. 
396 For one of the two wellbeing metrics, the relationship between exposure to depression content and 
wellbeing was only statistically significantly different between boys and girls at the 10% level. 
397 13 to 15-year-olds who reported exposure to abuse and hate content also reported being less happy that 
the things they do online are appropriate for their age and said that being online had a worse effect on their 
relationship with their family and on how they feel about themselves and their lives. They also said they felt 
less safe using social media and messaging others in chats online. 
398 The relationship between exposure to abuse and hate content and wellbeing was also statistically 
significantly different between 13 to 15-year-olds and 16 to 17-year-olds for two of these metrics. 
399 Only one of these four differences was statistically significant at the 5% level. 
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metrics was also statistically significantly different between 13 to 15-year-olds and 16 to 
17-year-olds. 

Co-exposure to harmful content 
A3.32 To provide further context for our results, we also examined patterns of co-exposure to 

harmful content among children in our sample. This shows the extent to which children 
who reported exposure to one kind of harmful content also reported exposure to another 
kind of harm. 

A3.33 Figure A3.3 shows patterns of co-exposure to harmful content among children in our 
sample. Each cell reports the percentage of children that reported exposure to the kind of 
content shown in the column, conditional on whether they reported exposure to the kind 
of content shown in the row. For each kind of harmful content, the figure reports this 
percentage separately for children who reported exposure to the harm and those who did 
not.400 The figure shows that most children who reported exposure to any kind of harmful 
content also reported exposure to each of bullying, body stigma and abuse and hate 
content. It also shows that children who reported exposure to suicide, self-harm and 
pornographic content were likely to have reported exposure to many other kinds of 
harmful content. 

Figure A3.3: Children’s co-exposure to harmful content 

 

 
400 For example, the cells second from the left on the first row show that 67% of children exposed to abuse and 
hate content were also exposed to body stigma, and that 17% of children not exposed to abuse and hate 
content were exposed to body stigma content. 
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Robustness checks 
A3.34 We tested the robustness of our results in three ways, and none of the results we interpret 

changed meaningfully. First, instead of an ordered logit model we estimated an ordered 
probit model, another statistical model designed for ranked response data. Second, we 
estimated an ordinary least squares (OLS) model, a commonly used statistical model that 
treats the wellbeing measures as continuous rather than as ranked responses. Third, for 
the wellbeing measures that asked children about the effects of their online lives on their 
offline lives, two response options could reasonably be ranked in either order. 401 We 
therefore repeated our analysis using the alternative ordering of these responses. 

 

 
401 Specifically, we alternated the order of the “No effect” and “A bit of both” response options for the 
wellbeing questions that began, “Do you think that being online has a good or bad effect on…?” 
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Table A3.1: Exposure to harmful content and wellbeing 

Was there a negative 
relationship between 
exposure to the kind 
of harmful content 

and wellbeing? 
 

** → p < 0.05    
  * → p < 0.10 

Life 
satisfaction 

How happy are you… Being online has a good or bad effect on… How safe do you feel… 

With 
the 

things 
you do 
online 

With 
your 

safety 
online 

That the 
things you see 

online are 
appropriate 
for your age 

With the 
amount of 
time that 
you spend 

online 

How you 
feel about 
yourself 

Relationship 
with family 

Relationship 
with friends 

How you 
feel about 
your life 

Using 
social 
media 

Gaming 
online 

Messaging 
others in 

chat 

Pornographic    **  **   ** **   

Suicide             

Self-harm ** ** *   ** ** **     

Eating disorder             

Abuse and hate   ** *  ** **  ** *  ** 

Bullying ** ** ** ** ** ** ** * ** ** ** ** 

Violent        *   **  

Harmful 
substances 

   *         

Dangerous stunts 
and challenges 

   **       * 
* 

Depression  **      **   ** * 

Body stigma **  **  ** * * **  **   
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Table A3.2: Exposure to harmful content and wellbeing by gender 

Was there a negative 
relationship between 

exposure to the kind of 
harmful content and 

wellbeing? 
 

** → p < 0.05 
  * → p < 0.10 

Life 
satisfaction 

How happy are you… Being online has a good or bad effect on… How safe do you feel… 

With 
the 

things 
you 
do 

online 

With 
your 

safety 
online 

That the 
things you 
see online 

are 
appropriate 
for your age 

With the 
amount of 
time that 
you spend 

online 

How 
you feel 
about 

yourself 

Relationship 
with family 

Relationship 
with friends 

How you 
feel about 
your life 

Using 
social 
media 

Gaming 
online 

Messaging 
others in chat 

Pornographic 
Boys    *  **    **   

Girls   ** ** * **   ** *   

Self-harm 
Boys *  *     *     

Girls ** **    ** ** ** *    

Harmful 
substances 

Boys    **     *    

Girls     **     ** ** ** 

Depression 
Boys  **    **  **   **  

Girls            ** 

Body stigma 
Boys   *  *   *     

Girls **  **  ** *    *   

 

 

 



 

 

78 

Table A3.3: Exposure to harmful content and wellbeing by age group 

Was there a negative 
relationship between 
exposure to the kind 
of harmful content 

and wellbeing? 
 

** → p < 0.05 
  * → p < 0.10 

Life 
satisfaction 

How happy are you… Being online has a good or bad effect on…  How safe do you feel… 

With 
the 

things 
you do 
online 

With 
your 

safety 
online 

That the 
things you see 

online are 
appropriate 
for your age 

With the 
amount of 
time that 

you spend 
online 

How you 
feel about 
yourself 

Relationship 
with family 

Relationship 
with friends 

How 
you feel 
about 
your 
life 

Using 
social 
media 

Gaming 
online 

Messaging 
others in 

chat 

Eating 
disorder 

U16             

16+  * **   * *      

Abuse and 
hate 

U16    **  ** **  ** **  ** 

16+   *  *       ** 
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A4. Analysis of clicks through to 
harmful content from 
traditional search results 

Overview  
A4.1 In this analysis we examine what websites UK users accessed after making searches related 

to content harmful to children on search services, and what those search pathways 
indicate about the relative risk of exposure to specific kinds of harmful content. The 
analysis focuses on four kinds of content harmful to children of which sufficiently robust 
search and click data could be collected: pornographic content, gore content (a 
subcategory of violent content),402 suicide and self-harm content, and eating disorder 
content. 

A4.2 We used Similarweb Search 3.0 data for January to March 2026 inclusive, covering 
estimated UK search behaviour and subsequent clicks on services following searches on 
three popular search engines. We collected search terms related to each of the four kinds 
of content harmful to children: pornography, gore, suicide and self-harm, and eating 
disorders. By analysing specific search terms and subsequent clicks on search results, we 
assess how easily users, including children, could access content harmful to children 
through search services. 

A4.3 We identified web domains403 that received traffic from harm relevant searches and 
classified them by the relative likelihood that a visit would expose a user to content 
harmful to children. Domains were assigned to one of four risk levels, from high risk to low 
risk, based on: 

a) the degree to which the corresponding service specialised in hosting content harmful to 
children;  

b) whether relevant ‘safeguarding measures’ – either a highly effective age assurance 
method or UK geo-blocking – appeared to be in place during the data collection 
period;404 and 

c) whether the service could host, surface or generate user content.405 

 
402 During the search-term development process, other forms of violent content were explored, but we were 
unable to identify a sufficiently reliable set of search terms and associated click pathways to support robust 
analysis. Violent content analysis presented in this report should be interpreted as relating specifically to gore 
content rather than violent content more broadly. We assess gore content as a kind of ‘graphic, extremely 
violent content’ (see paragraph 3.29 in Section 3 of this report). 
403 The analysis was conducted using parent domains because search and clickstream data were available only 
at that level. While the research is concerned with services that may host, surface or facilitate access to 
harmful content, domains were used as the unit of observation and classification. References to services 
should therefore be interpreted as referring to the services represented by the parent domains appearing in 
the data, rather than specific pages, products or features within those domains. 
404 Internal records used to support the domain-level risk classification included observations, made at 
different points during the data collection period, of whether visible safeguarding measures appeared to be in 
place on relevant domains. For the purposes of this research, “safeguarding measures” refers to visible 
measures consistent with highly effective age assurance or UK geo-blocking (see paragraph A4.22). 
405 If we could not gather sufficient information about a service, the risk level was marked as ‘unknown’. 
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A4.4 The analysis should be understood as an assessment of risk in search-facilitated access to 
online content harmful to children of the four kinds specified, rather than a direct measure 
of children’s actual exposure to harmful content online. The findings describe the risk 
profile of the search pathways captured by this method, rather than providing a controlled 
comparison of the inherent harmfulness of each kind of relevant content. 

Table A4.1: Service risk classification scheme  

Risk level Services in scope Domain count 

High Services specialised in hosting content harmful to children 
identified as not having implemented any safeguarding 
measures406 at least once during the data collection period. 
This includes pornography sites, gore sites and suicide sites, 
among others. 

64 

Medium-high  Services specialised in hosting content harmful to children 
where the absence of safeguarding measures during the data 
collection period is unknown. This includes pornography sites, 
gore sites and suicide sites, among others. 

809 

Medium-low  Services known to host user-generated content or facilitate 
discovery or generation of content and not specialised in 
hosting content harmful to children. This category includes 
social media services, file sharing services, search engines, and 
generative AI services among others. Identification of 
safeguarding measures does not affect allocation of services 
to this risk level. 

153 

Low Services that do not host user-generated content or facilitate 
discovery or generation of content, such as news media 
services and other informational/civil society services.  

Services specialised in hosting content harmful to children 
identified as having implemented safeguarding measures 
throughout the data collection period. 

2,670 

Unknown  Services about which insufficient information was collected to 
determine the nature of the site with sufficient confidence. 

90 

 

Methodological limitations 
A4.5 There are several important limitations to recognise when considering the findings of this 

research:  

a) the underlying data represents estimated UK search behaviour across users as a whole 
and does not distinguish between adults and children. 

 
406 For the purposes of this research, “safeguarding measures” refers to visible measures consistent with highly 
effective age assurance or UK geo-blocking (see paragraph A4.22). 
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b) while differences between search pathways to different kinds of content may reflect 
genuine variation in the availability and discoverability of high-risk services for each kind 
of content, our selection of search terms was not random and therefore cannot be 
considered representative of the totality of search activity for each kind of harmful 
content. 

c) risk levels are proxies for relative risk, based on available information about each 
service in the data. Risk levels do not account for circumvention of UK-specific 
safeguarding measures by children, for example by using a VPN. 

d) safeguarding status was based on limited manual observations, not regulatory 
compliance investigations; services observed without safeguarding measures at least 
once during the data collection period were treated as lacking them. 

e) percentages should be read alongside the different click volumes across kinds of 
content, as the same percentage of clicks may represent very different estimated 
numbers of visits. 

Key findings 
A4.6 The destinations reached after clicking on search results had different risk levels depending 

on the kind of content the searches related to. Searches relating to pornography and gore 
were more likely to result in clicks on services classified as high or medium-high risk. By 
contrast, searches relating to suicide, self-harm and eating disorders were more likely to 
result in clicks on low-risk services. 

A4.7 For pornography-related searches 73.7% of clicks407 were on low-risk services. Most of 
these were clicks on popular pornography services that had implemented safeguarding 
measures for the duration of the data collection period. Almost one in five clicks408 were on 
pornography services that either appeared to lack safeguarding measures during the 
testing period or for which safeguarding status was unknown. 9.9% of clicks409 were on 
high-risk services and 9.3%410 were on medium-high-risk services. 

A4.8 Gore related searches had the greatest concentration of clicks on services classified as 
posing higher risk. Approximately 32.9% of clicks411 were on high-risk services and 17.1%412 
were on medium-high-risk services, meaning that half of all clicks were on services 
specialising in gore content. 

A4.9 The pattern was substantially different for suicide and self-harm related searches, which 
was much more concentrated on low-risk services. Low-risk services accounted for 79.6% 
of clicks413 and medium-low-risk services accounted for 20.1%.414 Fewer than 0.01% of 
clicks415 were on high-risk services and none were recorded for medium-high-risk services. 

 
407 73,010,120 clicks on low-risk services out of a total 99,107,331 clicks after pornography related searches. 
408 18,922,989 clicks on high-risk and medium-high-risk services after pornography related searches. 
409 9,822,664 clicks on high-risk services after pornography related searches. 
410 9,170,324 clicks on medium-high-risk services after pornography related searches. 
411 148,179 clicks on high-risk services out of a total 450,568 clicks after searches related to gore content. 
412 77,241 clicks on medium-high-risk services after searches related to gore content. 
413 200,570 clicks on low-risk services out of a total 251,844 clicks after suicide/self-harm related searches. 
414 50,498 clicks on medium-low-risk services after suicide/self-harm related searches. 
415 2 clicks on high-risk services after suicide/self-harm related searches. 
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A4.10 Eating disorder related searches were even more concentrated on low-risk services, which 
accounted for 92.1% of clicks.416 Medium-low risk services accounted for 7.8% of clicks,417 
while 0.04% of clicks418 were on high-risk services and a similarly small proportion were on 
services of unknown risk. No clicks were recorded for medium-high-risk services. 

A4.11 Click volumes differed substantially. Pornography-related searches generated an estimated 
99.1 million clicks, compared with approximately 450.6 thousand for gore, 251.8 thousand 
for suicide and self-harm, and 120.8 thousand for eating disorders.419 

A4.12 The search terms related to suicide, self-harm and eating disorders covered a wide range 
of search intents, such as search terms seeking information, medical advice and support. In 
comparison, the search terms related to pornography and gore were more narrowly 
focussed on specific harmful content or services that specialised in hosting it.420 

Table A4.2: Share of clicks  

 

Methodology 
A4.13 The primary data source analysed was Similarweb’s Search 3.0421 dataset, containing 

information about UK search traffic from which we collected data generated from January 
to March 2026 inclusive. In the Search 3.0 dataset, Similarweb estimates the number of 
clicks each website receives when it appears in search results after users search for specific 
search terms on Google, Bing and Yahoo. This data was supplemented by internal 
information and harm expertise to support interpretation and quality assurance of search 
terms and service risk. A key strength of this approach is that it is based on observed user 

 
416 111,294 clicks on low-risk services out of a total 120,810 clicks after searches related to eating disorders. 
417 9,417 clicks on medium-low-risk services after searches related to eating disorders. 
418 53 clicks on high-risk services after searches related to eating disorders. 
419 Given the substantial differences in click volumes, percentages should be interpreted alongside these 
markedly different scales: a similar risk share would represent a very different estimated number of clicks 
across the four categories. 
420 The observed differences may reflect meaningful variation in the risk environment visible through search. 
Harm categories associated with a developed supply of specialist content and searches for named services or 
material would be expected to produce a greater concentration of clicks on higher-risk services. Broader 
health-related categories are also likely to lead users to medical, charitable and general informational services. 
However, because the sets of search terms were produced through non-random sampling, the analysis cannot 
establish how much of the difference arose from the underlying online environment and how much resulted 
from the composition of the terms collected. 
421 Search 3.0 Data – Similarweb Knowledge Center - Similarweb is a digital intelligence platform that estimates 
and analyses online behaviour, traffic, audiences, and market trends across websites, apps, search engines, 
ecommerce services, and AI platforms. All data made available by Similarweb is estimated based upon data 
obtained from third parties and is intended for informational purposes only. 

Risk Level Pornographic Gore  Suicide/self-harm Eating disorder 
High 9.91% 32.89% <0.01% 0.04% 
Medium-high 9.25% 17.14% 0.00% 0.00% 
Medium-low 7.00% 18.66% 20.05% 7.79% 
Low 73.67% 29.96% 79.64% 92.12% 
Unknown 0.17% 1.35% 0.31% 0.04% 
Total clicks 99.1m 450.6k 251.8k 120.8k 

https://support.similarweb.com/hc/en-us/articles/17226327062429-Search-3-0-Data#h_01HRCG06JAB5YREFRTCN711XK6
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behaviour rather than an isolated assessment of search engine performance. Rather than 
testing search engines with a predefined set of plausible queries and recording the results 
returned, the analysis uses aggregated data on the searches users actually make and the 
websites they subsequently visit, providing a more representative picture of pathways 
taken to content harmful to children. 

Search term collection and review 
Search term sampling process 
A4.14 We established a set of seed search terms known to be associated with each kind of 

content. These search terms were drawn from existing research, internal information, 
policy expertise and the specialist knowledge of colleagues working on the relevant kinds 
of harmful content. We expanded the search term lists using Similarweb’s related-search 
functionality to identify additional relevant terms. This identified additional terms that 
users commonly searched for within the same browsing sessions as the search terms, or 
that resulted in visits to similar destinations. Newly identified terms were then used to 
identify further associated search terms. 

Manual review of search terms 
A4.15 Analysts manually reviewed the expanded sets of search terms at multiple stages 

throughout the collection process and removed terms that were clearly unrelated to kinds 
of content harmful to children. Relevant search terms included a variety of different search 
intents. Some terms sought specific content or websites directly while others sought 
information and online resources, often with ambiguous search intent.422 This ensured that 
the analysis captured the broader search context within which users might encounter both 
helpful and harmful search results whether intentionally or accidentally. 

Table A4.3: Count of unique search terms  

 Count of unique search terms 
Pornographic 100 
Gore 98 
Suicide/self-harm 95 
Eating disorder 70 

 

Characteristics of search terms  
A4.16 Search terms related to pornography and gore were narrowly content oriented. These 

search terms frequently referenced services specialised in hosting harmful content, names 
of content creators, videos, genres or other content features. The related terms identified 
for these kinds of content were more likely to create pathways to services specialising in 
the relevant content. 

A4.17 By contrast, suicide, self-harm and eating disorder search terms were broader and more 
diverse. Search terms related to these frequently exhibited informational, medical, 
support-seeking, or ambiguous intent.423 Relevant searches included medical information, 

 
422 Terms with ambiguous intent are often one or two words long. 
423 For example single term searches like ‘anorexia’. 
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symptoms, treatment, recovery, support and general information, alongside searches that 
were more likely to surface harmful content. 

A4.18 The differences in the nature of the search terms likely account for much of the variation 
observed in the risk levels of subsequently clicked domains. A topic predominantly 
represented by searches for particular content or specialist services would be expected to 
produce a greater concentration of clicks on higher-risk domains than one encompassing 
healthcare, support and general informational searches. However, we cannot determine 
precisely how much of the difference resulted from the underlying online environment and 
the sampling process. 

Domain-level risk assessment 
Click volume and risk classification 
A4.19 Once the search term sets had been reviewed, we collected Similarweb estimates of the 

domains clicked after each search and number of clicks each domain received for each 
month in the period January to March 2026 inclusive. We used a domain-level classification 
framework to assess the relative risk associated with the services receiving clicks following 
searches related to content harmful to children using the search terms sets we compiled. 

A4.20 This classification framework was created specifically for this research and should not be 
interpreted as a statutory or regulatory risk level. This classification framework provides a 
consistent and practical way to rank the risk of search driven traffic to groups of services in 
terms of the assessed likelihood that a visit results in the user encountering content 
harmful to children. 

A4.21 We compared the collected domains with internal records of domains manually assessed 
as hosting a high concentration of content harmful to children. These records also 
contained observations, made at various points during the data collection period, of 
whether visible safeguarding measures appeared to be in place on those domains, such as 
effective age-assurance measures or UK geo-blocking. Domains included in these sources 
were classified for the purposes of this research as services specialising in hosting content 
harmful to children. The relevant specialist teams reviewed the classifications to identify 
missing domains, remove domains included in error, and provide or clarify available 
information about the presence of safeguarding measures during the data collection 
period. 

A4.22 For the purposes of this research, “safeguarding measures” refer to visible measures 
consistent with highly effective age assurance or UK geo-blocking. The presence of 
safeguarding measures was assessed by matching domains against internal records of 
manual inspections, rather than through regulatory investigations into services’ 
compliance with the Online Safety Act 2023. Because only a limited number of 
observations were available for each domain, a service was treated as lacking safeguarding 
measures if this was observed on at least one occasion during the data collection period. 
Due to these limitations the findings should be treated as indicators of whether children 
could access harmful content, not definitive compliance assessments. 

Final classification hierarchy 
A4.23 Each domain was classified as one of the risk levels defined in Table A4.4. Services known 

to be specialised in hosting content harmful to children were assessed first using internal 
records and verified with specialist teams. The remaining domains were then reviewed by 
analysts to determine whether they could host, surface or generate user content. Domains 
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meeting those criteria were classified as medium-low risk; domains that did not were 
classified as low risk. Where an analyst could not find evidence to support either 
determination, the domain was marked for a second round of review. For any domains 
where uncertainty remained after the second round of review, the domain was placed in 
the unknown category. The resulting classifications were incorporated into the analysis and 
matched back to the search data to calculate the distribution of clicks across the four kinds 
of content. 

Table A4.4: Count of unique domains clicked by risk level and kind of content 

 

Risk Level Pornographic Gore  Suicide/self-harm Eating disorder 
High 48 15 1 1 
Medium-high 797 16 1 0 
Medium-low 108 83 49 38 
Low 1,236 663 996 553 
Unknown 71 24 8 9 
Total  2,260 801 1,055 601 
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