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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This research report describes the context, design, conduct and findings 
of an inquiry into young people’s and young adults’ experiences of 
relationships during the 2020-2021 Covid-19 lockdowns. The research 
was conducted in late 2021 through to mid-2022.  

In this report, we explore the conditions in which study participants’ digital 
interactions and communications developed and changed during the 
pandemic; investigate how lockdown intersected with and shaped their 
intimate digital cultures; and highlight the risks, rewards, pleasures and harms 
that unfold in these contexts . 

OVERVIEW

The study posed five research questions within its overarching theme of describing 
the impact of lockdown on young people’s and young adults’ relationships:

1 .  Has the pandemic intensified the use of and/or dependency on digital media 
for sexual and intimate interactions and communication in relationships? If so, 
in what ways?

2 .  What do study participants perceive as the risks, rewards, pleasures 
and harms of digital media for sex and relationships, and how are these 
shaped by and reflected in their accounts of their motivations for and the 
consequences of their behaviours and practices?

3 .  How have these positive and negative potentialities and experiences 
changed during the pandemic, based on the reflections of participants?

4 .  How may the impact of the pandemic continue to shape young people’s 
and young adults’ lives? What changes have occurred in youth sexual and 
relationship culture, both online and offline?

5 .  How can young people be educated and supported to navigate the positive 
and negative aspects of their digital sexual and relationship cultures both at 
the current time and in future?
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Through exploring the extent and nature of young people’s and young 
adults’ use of digital media to support their relationships, we hope to 
identify and therefore mitigate any negative impacts, whilst supporting any 
positive impacts on socio-sexual development and associated outcomes 
for mental health and wellbeing . 

These findings provide insight into the wider context of participants’ 
experiences beyond the specific circumstances of lockdown as a 
phenomenon, by exploring how it has entrenched and/or re-shaped 
patterns of inequality and disadvantage in their lives with respect to sex 
and relationships in the digital era . 

As a result, this report may be of interest to anyone working with  
young people and young adults as it outlines patterns of their  
digital media use and the perceived consequences of these  
interactions for their relationships, socialisation and  
wellbeing as self-reported and experienced by  
participants themselves . 
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DESIGN AND METHODS

The study expanded on findings from 
a web-based small-scale exploratory 
survey undertaken in June 2021 that 
suggested that the way in which 
young people communicate with their 
peers, in both a social and romantic/
sexual way, changed because of 
Covid-19 lockdowns . 

The survey contained a mix of 
quantitative (where respondents were 
asked to rate quality and frequency 
of communication pre- and post-
lockdown on a scale from 1-5) and 
qualitative data (where respondents 
were asked to provide further detail 
to explain their rating) . Following 
this, it was felt that a more focussed 
qualitative study where participants 
could be given the opportunity to 
present their perspectives in greater 
detail via interviews and focus groups 
would provide a more in-depth 
depiction of their experiences . 

Free-text responses to the survey 
were used as discussion prompts  
in interviews and focus groups, with 
participants asked to consider the 
extent to which they had similar 
experiences to those described in  
the presented quotations . Participants 
were asked to contribute their 
perspectives and could choose  
to attend either an interview or  
focus group . 

In total, 34 one-to-one interviews, two 
paired interviews and 14 focus groups 
with young people were conducted, 
with a total of 80 young people and 
38 young adults contributing their 
views to the study .

This study was supported by a 
British Academy/Leverhulme Small 
Research Grant [grant number: 
SRG2021/210912] .
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FINDINGS

Our discussions with participants were in-depth and wide-ranging . It was 
evident that they wanted to tell their stories and to share their perspectives 
and experiences of lockdown regarding their relationships . Thus, in addition to 
addressing the research questions outlined above, this report is also organised 
around the following seven key themes which emerged as being common to 
participants’ accounts: 

1 .  Disruption: experiences of 
disruption and change in 
relationships

2 .  Physical space: importance of 
physical environments to support 
and sustain relationships and 
negotiating ‘new rules’ for physical 
interaction in regulated spaces 
during the Covid-19 pandemic

3 .  The shift to digital spaces: 
perspectives on shifting interpersonal 
interactions online

4 .  Creating romance and intimacy 
online: utilising digital environments 
to facilitate online dating, 
relationships and distribution of 
intimate content

5 .  Performative pressures generated 
through interacting online: 
detailing feelings of obligation to 
participate in image sharing, and 
inadequacy regarding the self 
and one’s relationships generated 
through interactions with peers and 
wider social media content

6 .  Reflections on Relationships: 
definitions, perceptions, and 
experiences of healthy/unhealthy 
relationships and pre-lockdown 
preparedness for relationships

7 .   Looking to the Future: how 
participants have learnt, and are 
continuing to learn, about sex and 
relationships post-lockdown .
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Broadly, the research identified that 
the lockdown restrictions entailed an 
unprecedented ‘shift to digital’ for the 
participants in this study . It involved 
the intensification of their use of 
digital media for their interactions and 
communication in relationships . Digital 
media was not, however, a replacement 
for being able to be with people in 
shared physical space and participants 
recounted having experienced various 
challenges during the lockdown 
period related to feelings of isolation, 
disconnection and loneliness . Some 
participants experienced these 
problems more intensely than others 
and there were clear differences in 
how vulnerable differently situated 
individuals were including to abusive 
and unhealthy relationships . 

Common themes emerged across the 
groups and interviews regarding the 
advantages and disadvantages of digital 
communication; these often intersected, 
with a digital affordance offering a 
benefit but also coming at a cost for 
interpersonal relationships . Participants 
were, therefore, often ambivalent about 
digital communication . 

It was evident that participants varied 
in their perspectives regarding 
emerging from lockdown and the 
ramifications for themselves, their 
relationships, and other young people 
and young adults . Some participants 
described lockdown as an opportunity 
for learning and growth and felt more 
bonded to their partners and aware of 
what they wanted for themselves . 

Others narrated feelings of trauma 
and felt damaged by the period . It 
was evident that supporting young 
people and young adults requires 
acknowledging the different 
experiences and perspectives they 
may have, bridging gaps between 
youth and adults, and enabling and 
empowering them to develop skills 
and experiential knowledge about 
healthy and positive relationships .      

Upon review of the research findings, 
17 recommendations were made for 
research and practice .
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PRACTICE-BASED RECOMMENDATIONS

1 .  Those responsible for delivering 
RSE should provide a more holistic 
definition of healthy relationships 
within RSE by not only teaching 
students to identify characteristics 
of ‘healthy’ and ‘unhealthy’ 
interactions, but also increasing 
young people’s awareness of and 
expectation that relationships 
require effort and practice .

2 .  In RSE addressing healthy and 
positive relationships should not be 
presented as a factual reality or set 
of characteristics, but as requiring 
and involving fluid and dynamic 
skills and contexts that enable 
reflection and the development and 
articulation of free choice . Such 
teaching requires an integrated 
model addressing knowledge, 
social norms, and the affective/
emotional dimensions of social life 
and relationships .  

3 .  Young people were well equipped 
to identify instances of healthy 
and unhealthy relationships when 
observed in others, yet this did not 
often influence the conduct of their 
own relationships . RSE sessions on 
relationships should therefore move 
beyond the aim to enable young 
people to identify healthy/unhealthy 
behaviours to equipping young 
people with the skills to reflect and 
act upon their own circumstances . 

4 .  RSE lessons should provide 
opportunity for young people to 
practice relationship skills either 
through role play or modelling 
e .g ., through watching depictions 
of relationship communication, 
interaction, behaviour etc . in film, 
media and on the stage

5 .  Before RSE takes place, it is 
important to create opportunities 
for participants to not only state 
what they already know but to 
explain how they came about this 
knowledge . The ability to identify 
where and how individuals have 
formed meaning and subjectivity 
about relationships and to 
encourage critical reflection and 
consciousness about these 
processes will support identification 
of adoption of unhealthy 
behaviours/beliefs .

6 .  Those working with young 
people should be sensitive to 
the normalisation of problematic 
behaviours amongst peers in 
post-lockdown . Problematic 
behaviours may present as abusive 
practices such as increases in 
non-consensual or pressurised 
sharing of digital intimacies but may 
also include feelings of pressure 
to constantly communicate with 
peers online, present an idealised 
version of the self in online spaces 
and compete with unrealistic social 
media content . 
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7 .  It is important to identify young 
people supporting their partner’s 
mental health and wellbeing 
during and post-lockdown because 
the stress of this additional 
responsibility may be detrimental to 
their own personal wellbeing . 

8 .  Young people who identify as 
LGBTQ+ may have experienced 
a heightened sense of distress 
during lockdown due to abuse or 
stigma . In response, RSE (whether 
in school-based or wider contexts) 
should include sessions on the 
importance of understanding, 
accepting and celebrating different 
sexual orientations and identities .

9 .  There should be a more focussed 
attempt to increase resources 
available to LGBTQ+ youth 
to address issues caused or 
exacerbated by lockdown . This 
does not necessarily refer to 
access to sexual health clinics and 
contraception, as is typically the 
case, but rather the provision of 
opportunities to meet/socialise 
with peers and opportunity to 
engage in talking therapies with 
trained adults who can signpost 
further sources of support .

10 .  There is a need to create spaces 
for acknowledging and giving voice 
to trauma and distress experienced 
during lockdown . Doing so is 
not about so-called pandering 
to vulnerability or medicalising 
individual experience but allowing 
an opportunity to take stock of the 
perceived effects of the lockdown 
period and identifying personal 
needs going forward .

11 .  Alongside creating spaces for 
acknowledgement of trauma, 
practitioners should validate and 
encourage young people to explore 
the presence of ambivalent and 
conflicting feelings and perceptions 
regarding lockdown as legitimate 
and understandable ways of relating 
to relationships, both generally and 
in relation to the pandemic .

12 .  Educational opportunities for 
young people to explore how the 
lockdown period has involved 
particular realisations of the self 
and others and has generated new 
or changing ideas about and hopes 
for relationships and friendships 
should be provided . What are their 
‘projects’ and how have these 
projects been shaped by their lived 
experiences of lockdown?
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RESEARCH-FOCUSSED RECOMMENDATIONS

1 .  Future research should try to 
disentangle the impact of lockdown 
from the ways in which lockdown 
may work to scaffold meaning 
and experience . There is no 
counterfactual and what perhaps 
matters more is how individuals 
are relating to lockdown in terms 
of themselves and their relational 
networks and interactions . 

2 .  The experiences of participants 
in this study varied widely both 
within and between age-groups, 
sexualities and genders . There 
were, however, clear patterns of 
common experiences for females, 
LGBTQ+ participants and young 
people vs . young adults . This 
suggests that future research 
should use different perspectives to 
explore the impact of the pandemic 
on these groups .

3 .  Research should seek to identify 
the contexts in which individuals 
experience and act within their 
relationships and the constraints 
on (actual or perceived) choice 
that may exist, including regarding 
consensual and non-consensual 
digital intimacies . This includes the 
wider peer dynamics and social 
contexts and networks within which 
they are operating .

4 .  Given the importance of vicarious 
and experiential learning and 
modelling to participants, it is 
necessary to identify both who 
and what has been impactful on 
their perceptions and attitudes . 
There are implications here for RSE 
as such research would enable 
identification of different delivery 
methods to ensure it resonates with 
all young people .

5 .  As we emerge out of this period it 
is important to capture the moment 
of reflexivity around change that 
has occurred . What are individuals’ 
visions, or projects, for their 
relationships and what are the 
normative functions of relationships 
to them? How can we create contexts 
and cultures that support healthy and 
positive relationships? Young people 
should be given more opportunity 
to share their narratives to inform 
available support . It was clear that 
participants in the study valued their 
own direct and vicarious perceptual 
and experiential learning and 
development . Bringing this in and 
consulting with young people about 
the issues, challenges and priorities 
for relationships is essential .
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INTRODUCTION
This report presents young people’s and young adults’ perspectives 
on how their relationships were affected by the lockdown restrictions 
imposed in response to the Covid-19 pandemic.  

It is based on qualitative interviews and focus groups conducted with 118 
participants aged 13 to 24 in England during late 2021 through to May 2022 . In 
this report, we outline the findings from the research and offer recommendations 
regarding supporting and equipping young people to have healthy and 
positive online interactions in their relationships .  As such, it may be useful for 
professionals and stakeholders working with young people aged 13-24 .

AIMS OF THE STUDY

The aim of the research was to 
explore how young people’s 
relationships have been affected by 
the lockdown and social distancing 
measures implemented in England in 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic . 
In the absence of opportunities for 
physical contact, emerging evidence 
suggests that the prevalence of 
practices such as sharing of intimate 
and explicit messages, images 
and videos has increased amongst 
young people, as have reports of 
technology-facilitated sexual abuse 
connected to digital intimacies . 

In response, we conducted a small 
survey in June 2021 to canvass young 
people’s experiences of how Covid-19 
lockdowns had impacted their sexual 
and romantic relationships . The 
survey suggested that there were 
changes in communication between 
young people, with digitally mediated 
communication increasing in frequency 
and intensity . Survey respondents 
identified that these changes had 
some positive but also detrimental 
consequences for themselves and 
their relationships . We felt that these 
findings should be explored in greater 
detail and this inspired the research 
project outlined herein .
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The aims of this research were  
to understand:

•  How study participants established 
and maintained intimate, romantic 
and sexual relationships during the 
pandemic, and the role of digital 
media in this regard . 

•  The connection between participants’ 
digital sexual, romantic and intimate 
communication practices and 
interactions, and their wider networked 
cultures and offline cultures .

•  Whether and how the nature of 
digitally mediated sexual and intimate 
communication and interaction 
(messages, images and videos) 
among participants changed or 
was reshaped during and since the 
Covid-19 pandemic .

•  Participants’ perceptions of what they 
need from education, guidance and 
support in terms of the positive and 
negative impacts of the intensification 
of their digital sex and relationship 
cultures at this time .

•  Participants’ perception of the risks, 
rewards, pleasures and harms 
associated with their digital sexual, 
romantic and intimate communication 
and interaction practices and 
behaviours, and how these were 
impacted by the pandemic .

Our aim was not to identify any 
causal impacts of lockdown but to 
explore participants’ perspectives on 
relationships as they reflected on their 
experiences of lockdown . Through this, 
we sought to provide much-needed 
evidence about the nature of the 
ramifications of their experiences of 
pandemic on their wellbeing and safety 
vis-à-vis their relationships, and thus 
inform policy and practice responses to 
any risks and challenges they face .

This research is also timely as 
Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) 
became compulsory in most maintained 
schools in England in September 2020 . 
Young people’s use of digital media in 
their intimate and sexual relationships 
continues to pose challenges for 
schools, and the findings can be used 
to support schools to meaningfully 
intervene and educate young people 
about these issues based on their 
current needs and experiences . This 
report includes recommendations 
based on the ways that young people 
want to be supported with their 
relationships and the reflections of 
young adults regarding their support 
needs during the transition from 
adolescence to adulthood . 

Using the voices of young people 
and young adults to map and provide 
insights into their experiences of sexual, 
romantic and intimate relationships 
during the pandemic means that 
these recommendations for policy and 
practice are truly reflective of young 
people’s lived realities . This is important 
given that young people often report 
that their perspectives are not reflected 
in RSE policy or practice .
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The main research questions were:

Has the pandemic intensified the use of and/or dependency 
on digital media for sexual and intimate interactions and 

communication in relationships? If so, in what ways?1
What do study participants perceive as the risks, rewards, pleasures 

and harms of digital media for sex and relationships, and how are 
these shaped by and reflected in their accounts of their motivations 

for and the consequences of their behaviours and practices?
2

 How have these positive and negative potentialities and experiences 
changed during the pandemic, based on the reflections of participants?3

How may the impact of the pandemic continue to shape young 
people’s and young adults’ lives? What changes have occurred in 

youth sexual and relationship culture, both online and offline?4
How can young people be educated and supported to navigate the 
positive and negative aspects of their digital sexual and relationship 

cultures both at the current time and in future?5
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FOCUS OF THE REPORT

A particular focus of this report is on the role of internet technologies in forming 
and enacting relationships during the lockdown period . Young people and 
young adults have long been using internet technologies for interpersonal, 
social, and relational purposes, but in this study, we were interested in the 
extent to which and how the unprecedented ‘shift to digital’ that occurred during 
lockdown may have changed the nature of these interactions and how these 
changes may have impacted participants’ interpersonal relationships . 

STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT

The report begins with a brief 
overview of recent studies on how 
Covid-19 lockdowns impacted young 
people, before reviewing relevant 
research literature related to the 
importance of relationships for young 
people’s socio-sexual development 
and exploring the impact of digitally 
mediated communication on these 
interactions (Section 2) .

Section 3 of the report describes  
the methods of the study, including 
the recruitment of participants and  
the nature of the sample (more 
detailed information regarding 
participant demographics can be 
found in Appendix I) . 

The findings of the study are then 
reported in Section 4, which is divided 
into 7 sub-sections to reflect the 7 
key themes most common to young 
people’s accounts of relationships in 
lockdown based on data analysis .

Section 5 contains a further 
discussion of these 7 themes and 
some conclusions from the review  
of the data .

Finally, Section 6 addresses some 
of the underlying consequences of 
these findings for practice and makes 
recommendations for policy and those 
working with young people .
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BACKGROUND  
TO THE STUDY

IMPORTANCE OF RELATIONSHIPS IN ADOLESCENCE

Adolescence (10-24 years of age) 
is considered a sensitive period 
for social development in which 
certain social experiences need to 
occur during a limited time period 
for healthy brain and cognitive 
development to take place (Nelson 
et al ., 2016) . There is a broad 
consensus among theorists of 
adolescent development about the 
importance of relationships to young 
people’s developmental experiences, 
wellbeing and outcomes (see Laursen 
and Collins, 2012) . 

It is during adolescence that young 
people’s extrafamilial peer relations 
increasingly gain ascendancy 
in relation to, although do not 
necessarily supplant, their family 
bonds (Collins, Raby and Causadias, 
2012; Hafenm, Laursen and DeLay, 
2012) . Young people typically 
spend less time with parents and 
more time with peers, establishing 
and strengthening more complex 
relationships with people their own 
age (Orben et al ., 2020) . 

These developmental processes 
include commencing romantic and 
intimate relationships, with increased 
propensity through late adolescence 
and into emerging adulthood . 
Romantic relationships are central 
to adolescent development (Collins 
et al ., 2009; Furman & Shaffer, 
2003) . Yet, the limitations on social 
contact necessitated by the Covid-19 
pandemic may have disrupted this 
formative period of adolescent socio-
emotional development (Lindberg et 
al ., 2020) . 

This is problematic as romantic 
relationships are one of the most 
robust predictors of health and 
wellbeing (Pietromonaco & Beck, 
2019; Raque-Boden et al ., 2011) . 
Strong and positive relationships 
serve as significant protective factors 
for health and wellbeing during times 
of stress (Pietromonaco & Collins, 
2017), meaning that situations that 
strain intimate relationships have 
the potential to weaken the general 
health and wellbeing of young people .



Digitally mediated socio-sexual development 19

DIGITALLY MEDIATED SOCIO-SEXUAL DEVELOPMENT

Processes of youth socio-sexual 
development have become increasingly 
digitally mediated with the advent of 
internet technologies that present 
opportunities for them to host socio-
sexual interactions online with people 
they do and do not already know 
offline . The term ‘digital intimacies’ 
has been used to encompass the 
wide range of online behaviours 
and practices that young people 
may engage in to forge connection, 
build intimacy, and manage their 
interpersonal relationships online 
(McGeeney and Hanson, 2017) . 

This includes meeting partners, sexually 
explicit image sharing, taking and 
sharing selfies, flirting and exchanging 
messages, and creating, accessing and 
circulating sexual content online (Scott 
et al ., 2020) . These behaviours are not 
necessarily always harmful to young 
people and may sometimes take place 
consensually and be developmentally 
normative (Wolak and Finkelhor, 2011) .

Digital intimacies may, however, involve 
abusive behaviours and experiences . 
These include unwanted solicitation 
for images and pressure to produce 
sexual and intimate images, sending 
unwanted images (‘cyber-flashing’ or 
‘unsolicited dick pics’), non-consensual 
further distribution of images, and 
faked or non-consensually recorded 
or produced images (e .g ., ‘upskirting’) 
(Setty et al ., 2022) . 

There are also ‘grey areas’ in digital 
intimacies whereby individuals 
experience diffuse and indirect 
pressure (e .g ., peer pressure) in the 
absence of direct pressure, force or 
coercion (Cooper et al ., 2016; Ringrose 
et al ., 2021; Setty, 2019) . It has been 
identified that digital intimacies for 
young people are shaped by wider 
social contexts and there are gender 
differences in the ‘social capital’ and 
stigmas entailed in digital intimacies that 
underpin patterns of pressure, risk, and 
reward in online youth sexual culture 
(Setty, 2020) . 

Abusive online sexual behaviours are, 
moreover, associated with other forms 
of relationship abuse (Barter et al ., 2017; 
McGlynn et al ., 2018; Wolak et al ., 2017) 
and digital technology can facilitate 
other forms of abuse, e .g ., monitoring 
and scrutiny of online behaviours (Van 
Ouystel et al ., 2019) .
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YOUNG LOVE ‘LOCKED DOWN’

While these issues pre-date lockdown, 
the aim of this study was to identify 
the implications of the restrictions on 
in-person socio-sexual interactions 
for young people’s digitally mediated 
relationships and intimate sexual 
cultures . Opportunities to conduct 
socio-sexual interactions in-person 
were limited for large numbers of 
young people in England during 2020 
and 2021, due to the restrictions 
imposed by the UK government in 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic . 

In March 2020, the UK government 
announced a strict lockdown to limit 
the spread of Covid-19 which was 
effective well into the summer of 2020 . 
A second lockdown was initiated in 
November 2020, with a third lockdown 
initiated in December 2020 . 

Lockdown restrictions included 
limitations on the legal right to 
leave the home and to associate in 
physical space with people outside 
the home, the closure of public 
places and spaces (including social 
and educational places), and the 
requirement to ‘socially distance’ (i .e ., 
to maintain a distance of at least two 
metres from other people outside the 
home) . Consequently, there was a de 
facto criminalisation of sexual activity 
between consenting individuals who 
did not live in the same household 
(Wignall et al ., 2021) . Given that young 
people are least likely to co-habit, 
they would have been most affected 
by these new regulations . 
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ABUSIVE LOCKDOWN PRACTICES

As a result of these restrictions, 
many physical activities migrated 
online – referred to as ‘the Covid-19 
digital effect’ (Wright, 2020) . It is likely 
that young people became more 
dependent on digital media to host 
their socio-sexual interactions . This in 
turn is associated with perceived risks 
to young people’s wellbeing as digitally 
mediated communication between 
young people, particularly that of a 
sexual nature, is thought to facilitate 
online harms such as bullying, image 
sharing, and abuse . 

Indeed, there is anecdotal evidence 
that Covid-19 lockdowns did lead to 
an increase in abusive digital practices 
amongst young people . As the UK 
lifted their Covid-19 restrictions limiting 
social contact, several news outlets 
reported that limiting young peoples’ 
communications to virtual interactions 
had had disastrous consequences for 
their wellbeing:

Covid-19: Young people hit 

hardest by Covid pandemic

Coronavirus: Fears over online grooming of children in lockdown

Alarm over big rise in ‘sexting’ by young pupils stuck at home

Six year old girls found sending  sexually explicit texts in lockdown

https://www .bbc .co .uk/news/uk-

northern-ireland-60848800

https://www .bbc .com/news/av/uk-52999552

https://www .express .co .uk/news/uk/1300782/children-sexting-coronavirus-lockdown

https://www .independent .co .uk/news/uk/home-news/six-year-old-girl-sexually-explicit-texts-lockdown-safetonet-a9585196 .html

Coronavirus: Teens blackmailed 

after lockdown sexting

https://www .bbc .co .uk/news/av/

uk-wales-54211099

Police ready for rise in sexting 
and exploitation as schools  
go back after lockdown
https://www .chroniclelive .co .uk/news/
north-east-news/police-ready-rise-sexting-

exploitation-19983670

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-60848800
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-60848800
https://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/1300782/children-sexting-coronavirus-lockdown
https://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/1300782/children-sexting-coronavirus-lockdown
https://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/1300782/children-sexting-coronavirus-lockdown
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/six-year-old-girl-sexually-explicit-texts-lockdown-safetonet-a9585196.html
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These claims appear to have some 
support in reported findings of surveys 
of youth behaviour undertaken during 
the pandemic . Reports by Europol 
(2020) and UNICEF (2020) warned that 
the Covid-19 crisis had led to a surge 
in online distribution of child sexual 
abuse material . Data suggests that 
teenagers contacted abuse helplines 
more frequently over the lockdown 
period (Europol, 2020), but this increase 
in the volume of calls could also reflect 
the increased stress, vulnerability 
and isolation young people were 
feeling during this time, as not all calls 
necessarily pertain to abuse . 

A survey of nearly 10,000 young people 
conducted by the Duke of Edinburgh 
Award Programme (2020) reported that 
83% of young people were spending 
more time in front of a screen, with 71% 
concerned this may negatively affect 
their knowledge and skills . Similarly, a 
briefing published by Girlguiding UK 
(2020) reported that 85% of girls aged 
15-18 felt they were spending more 
time on social media, with respondents 
describing increased pressure 
associated with utilisation of social 
media, including pressure to advertise 
achievements, look a certain way and 
be online all the time . 

ONS data on children’s online 
behaviour in England and Wales (2021) 
found that almost 9 in 10 children aged 
10-15 years said they went online every 
day, with 1 in 10 children aged 13-15 
reporting they had received a sexual 
message in the last 12 months . Girls 
aged 13-15 were significantly more likely 
to have received a sexual message 
than boys . 

Aside from these reports, there appears 
to be little to no research evidence 
demonstrating how and detailing 
the extent to which young people 
increasingly engaged in the sharing of 
digital intimacies during the lockdown 
period in England . Searches of relevant 
literature suggest a lack of research 
investigating digital intimacies amongst 
young people during the pandemic . 
Rather, the majority of studies exploring 
youth sexuality and relationships during 
lockdown focus on the extent to which 
young people continued to engage 
in contact-based physical sexual 
behaviour(s) or the impact on mental 
health and wellbeing .
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IMPACT OF LOCKDOWN ON SEXUAL BEHAVIOUR

Whilst there is limited research 
evidence on youth engagement in 
sexting and image sharing during the 
pandemic, there is some evidence 
regarding changes in the sexual 
activities of adolescents and young 
adults over this period . It would 
appear that young people engaged in 
less partnered sex over the lockdown 
period (Lindberg et al ., 2020) . In the 
US, Lehmiller et al ., (2020) found that 
social distancing rules resulted in a 
decline in sex life for half of the youth 
responding to their survey; however, 
20% of the sample also reported an 
expansion in their sexual practices, 
including novel uses of technology . 

From a review of available global 
literature, Stavridou et al ., (2021) found 
that for both genders there was a 
decrease in reported sexual desire . 
Fewer instances of sexual intercourse 
and bonding behaviours between 
partners were associated with 
loneliness and depressive symptoms . 
Social distancing, school closure and 
restriction of in-person activities led to 
a major reduction in opportunities for 
social contact . 

Additionally, as they were instructed 
to stay inside for the duration of 
the lockdown period, adolescents 
and young adults were subject 
to increased parental monitoring, 
which reduced independence, 
physical interaction with partners and 
privacy . Subsequently, a decrease 
was observed in partnered sex, 
sexual behaviour and relationships . 
The review also highlighted that 
for adolescents and young adults 
considered to be vulnerable, 
especially those identifying as LGBTQ, 
the pandemic increased the hostility 
of their home environments leading 
to even greater deterioration of 
their mental health, wellbeing and 
romantic/sexual relationships . In a 
survey of 565 UK young adults aged 
18-32, Wignall et al ., (2021) identified 
a decrease in sexual behaviours 
compared with pre-lockdown levels . 
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Findings from the Natsal-COVID 
survey conducted in the UK in 2020 
(Mercer et al ., 2021) suggested that 
the physical restrictions imposed to 
combat Covid-19 had dramatically 
altered sexual lifestyles . Younger 
respondents were far more likely 
to report changes in behaviour and 
specifically declines in sexual activity . 
60% of sexually active young people 
aged 18-24 reported a change in their 
sexual frequency, with two-thirds 
(66%) reporting a decline in activity . 

A similar pattern was seen in 
young people’s reporting of sexual 
satisfaction . Young people were more 
likely to report having sex less often 
and being less satisfied with their sex 
lives then they had before lockdown 
started . This is likely because young 
people are less likely to co-habit with 
their partner and were unable to 
meet whilst restrictions were in place . 
These reported changes in behaviour 
have raised questions about whether 
these will persist and influence future 
behaviours (Brooks et al ., 2020; 
Kwong et al ., 2020) or whether there 
will be a rebound effect with young 
people engaging in more sexual 
activity in future to make up for lost 
time (Mercer et al ., 2021) .
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IMPACT OF LOCKDOWN ON  
MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING

Several studies have investigated 
the impact of Covid-19 lockdowns on 
young people’s social relationships, 
mental health and wellbeing more 
generally . A systematic review of 21 
studies exploring the psychosocial 
consequences of Covid-19 in 
children, adolescents and young 
adults conducted by Stavridou et 
al ., (2020) reported an increase in 
anxiety and depressive symptoms 
with a deterioration in mental health . 
Social distancing measures have 
been identified as increasing feelings 
of loneliness, particularly for couples 
living apart due to the decrease in 
opportunities for physical and social 
intimacy (Lehmiller et al ., 2020) . 
A report by the Prince’s Trust and 
YouGov (2020) found that 43% of 
young people reported their anxiety 
levels as having increased due to 
the pandemic, with a third describing 
themselves as ‘overwhelmed’ by 
feelings of panic and anxiety on a 
daily basis . 

Other research suggests that young 
people experienced the biggest 
decline in mental wellbeing when 
compared to other age groups 
over the lockdown period (Dewa 
et al ., 2021) . One study identified 
the highest levels of behavioural, 
emotional and attentional difficulties 
in UK adolescents occurred durin 
the national lockdowns when social 
restrictions were most severe 
(Creswell et al ., 2021) . This has raised 
concerns that depriving adolescents 
of opportunities to socialise has 
caused harm . When 11-16 year-olds 
in the UK were asked how lockdown 
had affected their lives, research by 
Vizard et al ., (2020) reported that 
42 .8% described their lives as worse, 
with 29 .6% stating there had been 
no change and 27 .5% describing 
their lives as better . Despite these 
challenges, McKinlay et al ., (2022) 
found evidence that positive changes 
in wellbeing occurred as a result 
of the pandemic, with some young 
people reporting an increased 
awareness of mental health self-
management and having more open 
conversations about mental health 
compared with pre-lockdown .
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GAPS IN CURRENT UNDERSTANDING

Such research provides a generalised 
overview of the impacts of lockdown for 
young people as it is typically based on 
data derived from self-report surveys to 
identify feelings/behaviours amongst 
respondents rather than explore how 
these were influenced, motivated or 
experienced . While others have sought 
to quantify the impact of lockdown on 
young people’s sexual behaviours, 
there is limited work exploring young 
people’s individual perceptions across 
the different stages of the pandemic . 
In addition, studies of youth sexual 
behaviour span a number of different 
countries , but relatively little research 
had been conducted in England 
(Mercer et al ., 2021; Wignall et al ., 2021) . 

Moreover, whilst survey data suggests 
that there have been changes in 
sexual behaviours, this is referring to 
sexual acts that can be conducted in-
person . There is very little reference 
to impact on relationships from an 
emotional/romantic perspective . 
Whilst findings suggest there may 
have been increases in digital 
intimacies (Lehmiller et al ., 2020), little 
to no detail is provided regarding how 
young people are engaging in and 
experiencing this . 

In response to these gaps in our 
existing understanding of how young 
people experienced lockdown, we 
conducted more focussed research 
with young people directly to gain a 
deeper understanding of how they 
were using digital media with respect 
to sex and relationships in light of the 
Covid-19 pandemic and the manner in 
which they believe such interactions 
to have affected them . 

We conducted a small survey to 
canvass young people experiences 
of how Covid-19 lockdowns 
had impacted their sexual/
romantic relationships . The survey 
contained a mix of quantitative 
(where respondents were asked 
to rate quality and frequency of 
communication pre- and post-
lockdown on a scale from 1-5) and 
qualitative data (where respondents 
were asked to provide further detail 
to explain their rating) . Respondents 
were asked about whether they were 
in a relationship during lockdown 
and if so, how they maintained 
communication with their partner and 
the positive and negative aspects of 
online communication . 
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They were specifically asked about 
online sexual and intimate practices 
during lockdown (sharing images, 
sending sexual messages, etc .) and 
the context of these practices and 
any positive and negative outcomes 
for them . Questions also included 
whether they had engaged in these 
practices more or less often during 
lockdown than previously . 

The survey suggested that there were 
changes in communication between 
young people, with digitally mediated 
communication increasing in frequency 
and intensity . Survey respondents 
identified that these changes had 
some positive but also detrimental 
consequences for themselves and 
their relationships . Respondents also 
reported that they were more likely to 
send sexually explicit messages and/or 
images over the lockdown period and 
this was sometimes a result of direct 
pressure from friends and/or partners 
or as a response to indirect pressure 
generated through viewing social media . 

In a similar vein to the increase in 
communication, the increase in sharing 
sexually explicit content was identified 
as resulting in both positive and negative 
outcomes for young people . We felt 
these findings should be explored in 
greater detail and this inspired the 
research project outlined herein .
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METHODOLOGY
The overarching aim of this research was to explore how young people’s sexual 
and romantic relationships were affected by the lockdown and social distancing 
measures implemented in the UK in response to the Covid-19 pandemic, with 
particular focus on the role of internet technologies in forming and enacting 
relationships during the lockdown period . For the purposes of this study, we 
have used the following definitions for the key terms:

Lockdown 
Period of non-pharmaceutical 
interventions imposed in response 
to the covid-19 pandemic (including 
restrictions on leaving the home and 
associating with people outside of  
the home) .

Young people 
Participants recruited via the schools 
and youth club (predominantly 13 to 18) 
who took part in focus groups .

Young adults 
Participants recruited via social 
media and university communication 
channels (aged 18 to 24) who took 
part in interviews .

Internet technologies  
Internet enabled and connected 
devices that facilitate interaction 
and communication, irrespective of 
physical proximity, with others via 
platforms and apps . 

Digital intimacies 
The variety of ways in which individuals 
develop and express intimacy online, 
including through sexually explicit 
image sharing, flirting, and meeting 
partners and creating, accessing, and 
circulating sexual content online (Scott 
et al ., 2020) .
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DESIGN

The study design involved a series 
of interviews and focus groups 
undertaken with young people and 
young adults across England . We 
conducted one-to-one interviews with 
34 young adults aged 18 to 24 and 
two paired interviews with four young 
adults: one with two female friends 
and one with a heterosexual couple . 

Interviews were conducted between 
March and May 2022 . We conducted 
14 focus groups with 80 young people 
aged 13 to 20 recruited from five 
schools and one LGBTQ+ youth club . 
Focus groups were conducted between 
late 2021 through to May 2022 .

SAMPLE

The sample of young adults (18-24 
year-olds) comprised 26 females 
and 12 males . There was a mix of 
ethnicities and sexual identities (see 
Appendix I for the full demographic 
composition of the sample) .

The sample of young people (typically 
13-18 but with one 20 year-old in the 
youth club) comprised a mix of male 
and females across the age range, 
with some gender and sexual diversity 
although most were heterosexual . 
Most were white and there were some 
black and minority ethnic participants . 

Most of the participants lived in 
southeast England with some living in 
northeast England . 

The sample was not intended to be 
representative or reflective of all 
young people . Instead, it is hoped that 
the chosen research methodology of 
the study (holding in-depth interviews 
and focus groups with small groups 
of individuals) provides insight into 
the nuances and complexities of 
participants’ perceptions, beliefs, 
attitudes, and experiences . 



32 Methodology

RECRUITMENT OF PARTICIPANTS

A project website was set up for 
prospective participants to find 
out more about the study (https://
loveinlockdown1 .wordpress .com/) . 

The study was advertised to young 
adults via social media and university 
communication channels . The 
young people were recruited to the 
study through gatekeepers at the 
participating schools and youth clubs . 

METHODS

Interviews and focus groups were 
selected because they enabled an 
in-depth exploration of participants’ 
perspectives and experiences of the 
impact of lockdown on relationships . 
The interviews were intended to 
explore more personal experiences 
and stories, while the focus groups 

were an opportunity for participants to 
reflect together about what happened 
in relationships during lockdown . 
Both methods were available to all 
participants but ultimately the young 
people participated in focus groups in 
the schools and youth club while the 
young adults opted for interviews . 
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PROCESS

Interviews 
Interviews with young adults followed a 
narrative format and lasted between 30 
and 60 minutes each . Participants were 
invited to explain their circumstances 
when lockdown was first imposed, 
and the discussion unfolded as they 
were prompted to elaborate on their 
ensuing experiences . A semi-structured 
interview guide was used flexibly to 
cover key topics (see Appendix II) .

Most interviews were conducted 
virtually via MS Teams (31 one-to-one 
interviews and one paired interview), 
with three one-to-one and one 
paired interview taking place in the 
interviewer’s academic office . 

Focus Groups 
The focus groups were conducted in 
the schools and a youth club . Each 
group comprised between four and 
eight participants . Typically, young 
people were friends or at least known 
to each other . In schools, participants 
were split by year group and were 
mostly mixed gender, other than a 
group conducted in a girls’ school and 
one of the groups in a mixed school . 
In the youth club, participants were 
aged 16 to 18 and were of a variety of 
gender and sexual identities . Five of 
the schools and the youth club were in 
southeast England and one school was 
in northeast England . 

Initially, in the first two schools (three 
focus groups), a semi-structured 
focus group guide was used, 
containing questions and prompts 
for participants to consider their 
perspectives and experiences of 
using technology in their relationships 
during lockdown (Appendix III) . These 
prompts were taken from quotes 
submitted by respondents to the 
survey that inspired this project . It 
became evident during the discussion 
with participants at the LGBTQ+ 
youth club however, that participants 
wanted to speak on their own 
terms about their perspectives and 
experiences and a more unstructured 
discussion unfolded . The experience 
with this group suggested that young 
people should be provided with an 
opportunity to tell their stories on 
their own terms and, therefore, a 
more open-ended and unstructured 
approach continued to be used with 
the other groups .

In both the interviews and focus groups, 
participants were able to share personal 
thoughts and experiences and to speak 
freely without interruption, unless for 
active listening and prompting . 
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DATA ANALYSIS

All discussions were audio-recorded 
and professionally transcribed . 
Transcripts were coded, and codes 
grouped together to form overarching 
themes that described participants’ 
experiences . Analysis of all data was 
undertaken manually . Each member 
of the research team undertook 
a full analysis of the transcripts 
independently, before meeting to 
discuss emergent themes . Thematic 
analysis was used to identify major 
codes and themes focussed by 
the research questions (semantic 
approach) . After codes had been 
applied to transcripts by each member 
of the research team, code-sets 
were examined for differences and 
commonalities both within and across 
code categories to highlight any 
instances of coder disagreement and, 
once these were resolved, to identify 
systems of meaning . 

Codes were then grouped together 
to form ‘overarching’ themes that 
expressed the latent content of 
transcripts . As such, the development 
of the coding structure was an iterative, 
inductive (data-driven) process as 
opposed to the application of pre-
determined codes . Codes were refined 
to reflect the dataset as more transcripts 
were analysed . The research team also 
used a ‘constant comparison’ approach, 
where segments that had been coded 
with the same code were compared 
to ensure coded text reflected the 
same concept, thus enabling constant 
checking and comparison across 
transcripts and between researchers . 
The code structure and individual codes 
were considered finalised when no new 
concepts were being identified from 
the dataset, suggesting that theoretical 
saturation had been achieved . 

RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY OF FINDINGS

How reliable are the reported findings? 
Research findings reported within this 
report have been collected in conditions 
which the research team believe to be 
conducive to frank and open discussion . 
The research team aimed to recruit as 
diverse a sample as possible in terms 
of gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation 
and socio-economic status . Since all 
participants were volunteers however, 

they and their settings are unlikely to 
be fully representative of the population 
of young people in England, or in their 
locality . Thus, all findings from the study 
have to be read with this in mind: the 
participants were individuals who were 
sufficiently interested and keen to give 
up some of their free time to join a focus 
group or participate in an interview . 
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How meaningful are the  
reported findings? 
Participants had the choice about 
whether they wanted to participate 
in a focus group or interview and, 
therefore, it is believed that those who 
participated were comfortable sharing 
their views and experiences through 
the chosen method . With the young 
people in the groups, distancing 
techniques were used to enable them 
to express their perceptions and 
beliefs without necessarily having to 
draw upon their personal experiences . 
Oftentimes, however, young people 
wanted to share their experiences 
and felt comfortable doing so in the 
group environment .

Overall, the research team feel that 
data collected as part of this study 
represents a realistic portrayal of the 
perspectives and experiences of young 
people and young adults . Despite 
this, readers should be mindful that 
the act of representing data through 
common ‘themes’ necessitates a level 
of interpretation on the research team’s 
behalf . There has been no attempt 
at quantification of opinions as the 
fact that a theme was not raised in an 
interview or focus group does not mean 
it was not of importance, but perhaps 
that the conversation had taken a 
different direction . As a result, the 
research team did not count repetition 
of certain words or phrases but used 
the responses of other participants to 
contextualise the importance of codes 
that were grouped into themes .

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

The research was conducted in line 
with professional ethical principles 
for research with human participants 
regarding informed consent, 
anonymity, and safeguarding and 
received institutional ethics approval 
from the University of Surrey and 
Durham University .

All participants gave informed consent 
to participate, with parental consent 
required for those under the age of 16 . 
Participants’ identities have been kept 
anonymous as have the identities of the 
schools and youth club from which the 
young people were recruited . 

Pseudonyms have been used for all 
participants and any identifying details 
in the data have not been shared in this 
report . Confidentiality was upheld with 
exceptions in place for safeguarding, 
whereby any disclosures indicating a 
risk of harm were to be shared with the 
appropriate authorities . No such action 
was required .  

This study was supported by a British 
Academy/Leverhulme Small Research 
Grant [grant number: SRG2021/210912] .
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FINDINGS
Overall, 80 young people and 38 young adults participated in this study .  
The figures below provides a brief overview of participant demographics,  

with more detailed information contained in Appendix I

AGE OF PARTICIPANTS
ACROSS BOTH YOUNG PEOPLE AND YOUNG ADULTS

GENDER OF PARTICIPANTS
ACROSS BOTH YOUNG PEOPLE AND YOUNG ADULTS

13–15

19–21

16–18

22–23

WERE FEMALE WERE MALE

WERE  
NON-BINARY

WERE GENDER  
FLUID

WAS GENDER  
QUEER
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ETHNICITY OF PARTICIPANTS
ACROSS BOTH YOUNG PEOPLE AND YOUNG ADULTS

SEXUALITY OF PARTICIPANTS
ACROSS BOTH YOUNG PEOPLE AND YOUNG ADULTS

WHITE

BLACK

MIXED

ASIAN

NOT DISCLOSED

WERE 
HETEROSEXUAL WERE UNSURE OR 

QUESTIONING
DID NOT WISH  
TO DISCLOSE

WERE GAY  
OR LESBIAN WAS PANSEXUAL WERE BISEXUAL
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Participants described being in a 
variety of different circumstances prior 
to and during lockdown . Most of the 
young people were living with parents, 
and sometimes siblings, in the family 
home . Rarely were they in ‘committed’ 
relationships, although some were and/
or had been during lockdown . Young 
adults were typically living away from 
home, often at university, although 
many returned to their family home, 
and some co-habited with partners 
at some point during lockdown . 
Some were in romantic relationships 
prior to lockdown, some started new 
relationships during lockdown, some 
were dating, some had never been in 
a relationship, and there were various 
stories of relationships surviving or not 
surviving lockdown .

For both the young people and 
young adults, lockdown was of great 
significance to their personal and 
interpersonal lives . Most participants 
described their experiences of 
lockdown and shifting their social 
interactions online to accommodate 
social distancing restrictions with 
ambivalence . Despite this, it became a 
way for many to organise their thoughts 
and feelings about relationships, 
including regarding what they 
considered ‘healthy’ and ‘unhealthy’ 
or ‘toxic’ interactions for themselves 
and others . In this sense, the Covid-19 
pandemic and its associated lockdowns 
has acted as a significant period 
of introspection where participants 
have reflected on their own personal 
behaviours towards others as well as 
their experience of relationships, both 
in terms of their current and hoped-for 
future realities . 

FINDINGS



Findings 39

Findings from the study are reported here under the headings which emerged 
from the analysis of the data and are organised into seven parts: 

1 .  Disruption: experiences of disruption 
and change in relationships

2 .  Physical space: importance of 
physical environments to support and 
sustain relationships and negotiating 
‘new rules’ for physical interaction in 
regulated spaces during the Covid-19 
pandemic

3 .  The shift to digital spaces: 
perspectives on shifting interpersonal 
interactions online

4 .  Creating romance and intimacy 
online: utilising digital environments 
to facilitate online dating, 
relationships and distribution of 
intimate content

5 .  Performative pressures generated 
through interacting online: detailing 
feelings of obligation to participate 
in image sharing, and inadequacy 
regarding the self and one’s 
relationships generated through 
interactions with peers and wider 
social media content

6 .  Reflections on Relationships: 
definitions, perceptions, and 
experiences of healthy/unhealthy 
relationships and pre-lockdown 
preparedness for relationships

7 .  Looking to the Future: how 
participants have learnt, and are 
continuing to learn, about sex and 
relationships post-lockdown .
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PART 1 – DISRUPTION 

A ‘BREAK’ FROM ROUTINE TO BOREDOM, FRUSTRATION, 
ANXIETY, AND DISTRESS
For some participants, lockdown, at 
least at first, was experienced as an 
opportunity to take a step back from 
the hustle and bustle of day-to-day life . 
Several mentioned enjoying spending 
time at home with their family and 
having a break from the pressures and 
expectations of usual life . 

Others felt that the break from typical 
peer dynamics and pressures was 
beneficial for their relationships . 
Ben (20, M) and Jasmine (21, F), for 
example, liked being able to get to 
know one another away from the 
purview of peers . 

Yet, as lockdown continued to be 
extended and reimposed, these 
perceived benefits lessened, 
and many participants found the 
experience increasingly difficult . A 
sense of loneliness and isolation 
was apparent . One young person 
described feeling “separated” and as 
having “nothing to do all day, just sat 
inside and did nothing” (Cheese and 
Onion, 14, M) . Don (19, M), likewise, 
said that “life was a little bit sad… 
everybody being at home, doing 
nothing… it was just like hell…” . Alex 
(22, M) described the inability to see 
his partner as “detrimental… I was 
lonely, depressed and scared .”
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POSTPONED RELATIONSHIPS
For some, it was a matter of their 
expectations and plans being dashed 
by lockdown . For example, John 
(23, M) framed it in terms of what he 
wanted and expected for himself as a 
“20-something year-old lad”:

“I want to be at uni. I want to be 
with my mates. I want to 
be out doing stuff, but I 
can’t. I’m like stuck at 
home with my family, 
which I know isn’t 
a bad thing, but for 
like a 20-something 
year old lad, it’s like 
I don’t want to be 
stuck at home. And I’d 
just met a girl as well, so 
I want to like go out and do 
things with her.”

Others also described disruption to 
their intended plans to start dating 
and develop romantic relationships . 
For example, Carolina (23, F) spoke 
about how she had become ready 
and willing to engage in dating 
relationships, which was then 
disrupted by lockdown:

“I really got into the swing of, like, 
being at university and, like, dating 
and that kind of stuff because I had 
never dated before university. And 
I got into all the dating apps and all 
that kind of stuff, and I was really, 
kind of, ready to, not let loose, but 

just like actually be able to, like, 
meet people and stuff like 

that because I’ve just never 
had the opportunity to do 
that. And then lockdown 
hit, so that, kind of, 
stagnated that a little bit 
for me.”

For Charlie (13, M), 
romantic relationships 

“as a teenager being in 
the middle of lockdown” felt 

impossible because “everyone’s 
relying on online ways of taking to 
new people… if a teenager wanted to 
explore dating, it’s extremely difficult 
because there’s no… dating websites 
or any of that shit for teenagers 
really .” Some young people described 
dating as on/off in nature due to the 
limited ability to interact offline . 

I want to be  
out doing stuff, 

but I can’t.
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Isabella (14, F) said that during 
lockdown:

“…there’s no point dating because I 
can’t see you anyway. So, you would 
stay friends, or you just stop 
talking in general but… it’s 
like when you go back to 
school you see them 
again and then you’re 
like, ‘Shall we give it 
another go because 
we’ll see each other 
a lot more?’ But then 
when lockdown just 
kept repeating you just 
repeat with it as well, just 
breaking up and getting  
back together.”

Another young person said that 
the lockdown period felt “uncertain 
in a way because you didn’t really 
know what you [were] gonna do and 
whether you’d be allowed to do it or 
what tomorrow would even be in a 
sense” (Dave, 14, M) .

Similar perspectives were shared by 
some young adults regarding their 
committed relationships . Some were 
already in what they called ‘long 
distance relationships’ of some kind 

or the other . The perceived 
difference with lockdown 

was that they were no 
longer able to plan or 
be confident about 
their plans to see 
each . There were 
several stories of 

cancelled plans and 
ensuing disappointment 

and distress . Ellie (22, 
F), for example, referred to 

feeling less and less “optimistic… I 
just missed him a lot… I think it was 
mainly upsetting that I didn’t know 
when I’d see him again .” 

no point 
dating because 
I can’t see you 

anyway
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EXPEDITED TRANSITIONS
At the same time, there were also 
stories of becoming more bonded 

and, among the 
young adults, 

of expedited 
transitions 
(regarding 
moving 
in with 
partners) 

during 
lockdown . 

For example, 
Lizzie’s (21, F) 

boyfriend asked her to stay with 
him during lockdown . She said that 
they would probably not have lived 
together otherwise at that point, but 
that she was excited . The significance 
of and ambivalence entailed in living 
together was also heightened for 
Lizzie, because they “hadn’t been 
serious the last time we saw each 
other [in-person], and we’d only seen 
each other physically for about two 
months… it just felt a bit much .” 

“…at some point, actually, I did 
stay with him a little bit once rules 
were eased a little bit more. I don’t 
remember actually… I know at some 
point I stayed with him for a bit and 
that was really nice, but it did feel 
weird… I think it was two or three 
weeks and then it is like I am living 
with him suddenly… we wouldn’t 
usually do that.” (Lizzie)

Despite her reservations, this was 
generally a positive experience . 
She said that they “felt like we were 
some married couple in a way living 
together . It was nice…” but ultimately 
it “just felt a little bit too much… we 
did want to go back and be with our 
families a little bit .” 

Amber Valentine (21, F) also described 
being in “a very fresh relationship” 
when they “decided to just move in 
together for the lockdown .” She found 
the experience of living together 
valuable as it was: 

“…a great 
way of 
finding out 
whether 
I could 
live with 
them [her 
boyfriend] 
in the most 
extreme 
way, compared 
to just seeing them every day and 
maybe staying over, which I think 
really strengthened my relationship, 
definitely now because I’m deciding 
to move in with them permanently.”

really 
strengthened my 

relationship

it just  
felt a bit  
much.
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For some participants, the decision to 
live together was associated with the 
stress of the pandemic . Millie (22, F) 

said that she: 

“…moved 
in there 
[with her 
boyfriend] 
rather 
than be 
alone and 

to cope 
with the 

stress of the 
covid pandemic… 

when covid hit first, I think he just told 
me, ‘Oh, you should move with me’, 
because he was scared for me, and 
I was also scared… We didn’t really 
discuss it. It was sort of natural for us.” 

For Ivy (21, F), problems with her 
housemates meant that she moved in 
with her boyfriend . She did not class 
it as “properly” living together though, 
because of the stress at that time, 
suggesting that the context in which 
they made the choice to live together 
was seen as constrained and, in turn, 
so was the meaning given to and the 
experience of living together . Ivy then 
found it hard, however, when they left 
to stay with their respective families:

“I think we were both a little bit 
stressed out because obviously we 
didn’t know then when we were going 
to see each other again.  So, I wouldn’t 
really class it as our first moving in 
together experience just because 
there was so much going on that we 
really couldn’t enjoy it as much as we’d 
wanted to.  But it was nice to not be 
alone during our first period, but it was 
really tricky driving away.”

Amber Valentine (21, F), lived with her 
boyfriend during the pandemic but 
described feeling compelled not to 
continue with the arrangement . She 
said there had been tensions with his 
housemates and 
problems with 
the landlord, 
which meant 
that she 
decided to 
move out 
and live with 
her family . 
Her account 
demonstrates the 
unique contextual 
challenges that individuals 
were navigating in their relationships 
because of lockdown; here, were 
lockdown not to have occurred, there 
may not have been the same problems 
for them to manage:

“I think it was like two months and 
then the next-door neighbours saw 
me, and they know the landlord who 
owns the house and basically ratted 
on us and said that ‘she’s not a paid 
tenant, why is she here?’ 

it was nice 
to not be alone 
during our first 

period

he was 
scared for me, 
and I was also 

scared
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And coupled with that 
tension between the 
other housemates 
not having any other 
sexual relations and 
being almost annoyed 
that he and I were 
happy together and just 
the pressures of lockdown 
and being scared, and also being 
almost threatened by the landlord 
that they could lose their contract if 
I’m there, made us kind of leave… 
the environment was always toxic 
towards the end and I didn’t want 
that to stay that way.  I’m still really 
good friends with all of them, it was 
just the timing of everything, it wasn’t 
healthy.”

For Pepe (23, F), a brief stay with 
her boyfriend was extended after 
lockdown was announced; she had 
been staying with him at the time of 
the announcement and then stayed 
there in response to the restrictions 
on movement . They had some 
struggles living together . He became 
somewhat distant and reserved, 
while Pepe became “clingy” 
and wanted his attention . 
They worked on the 
relationship; he told 
Pepe to find things to 
do independently and 
to not be “so clingy”:

“[Living together] was 
fun, but then things 
changed a bit…  I don’t 
know if it was me, but I 
felt he was acting weird 

and strange, reserved.  
Also, I guessed it was the 

whole lockdown stuff that 
was getting on him… He was 

reserved and he wouldn’t say much. I 
just felt maybe, okay, fine, I’m actually 
occupying his space, so I gave him 
some time. I actually stayed away 
from him. I made sure that I didn’t 
really come in contact with him... It 
was a bit hard because I felt bad.   
He was the only one I had around… 
He was the only one I could truly be 
close to. … After giving him some 
space, I got fed up.  I just said, ‘okay, 
I really have to talk about this.  Let’s 
see how we can work this out.’  We 
talked about it, and he apologised… 
I noticed that I was overly clingy on 
him.  I’m always around him.  I don’t 
give him space, so I started giving 
him space…” 

Pepe felt that their relationship 
improved, and she described 

the period as a “trial” and 
said that she “got to learn 

about him .” 

being almost 
threatened by the 

landlord

I felt he was 
acting weird and 

strange
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Pik (21, M) also had 
some problems living 
with his girlfriend . He 
moved in with a friend 
because his family home 
was crowded, and his 
girlfriend came to stay . He 
said that the three of them 
drank alcohol often and he and 
his girlfriend were having a lot of sex . 
He describes them as getting “addicted” 
to alcohol and sex and he felt that they 
suffered from the lack of routine . On 
the other hand, he also valued the 
opportunity to have more fun and playful 
experiences with his girlfriend and said 
that previously they had been more 
formal and serious in their relationship, 
so it was a positive change . 

Lucy (20, F) lived with her boyfriend 
and his family during lockdown and 
describes them all as having a close 
bond . She is since continuing to stay 
with him and plans to do so over the 
long-term:

“I love his parents, oh my goodness… 
they are so amazing.  Me and his 
mum, we’re so close, it’s been like 
kidnapped and adopted away into 
this other family, it was great.  I 
think that period of time was 
the happiest that I’d been 
in so, so long … it was 
like I finally got that 
mother figure that I 
needed kind of thing.”

Don (19, M) also had 
his girlfriend stay . He 
said that he was lonely 
and felt that it was an 
opportunity to improve 

their relationship 
because he thought she 

was not being loving or 
attentive enough . He enjoyed 

the experience; his mother came to 
stay, and they all got on well . He felt 
that lockdown made the relationship 
stronger, and they would still be having 
issues were it not for lockdown . 

“…I would say the lockdown really 
helped our relationship, you know, 
because we are together, so that 
attention and love was getting 
stronger and stronger, so that was just 
it… I personally would have waited a 
little bit, okay, because I wasn’t that 
sure about the relationship, you know, 
because… she wasn’t giving me the 
attention before the lockdown, okay. 

So, I was having second thoughts 
about the relationship, okay. But as 
per the lockdown, we talked things 
out. I told her how I felt about it… 
So, the lockdown was more like a 

helping hand… I used this lockdown 
as a means to get our love 

back, you know, for her to 
come stay with me.”

“addicted”  
to alcohol  
and sex

I finally 
 got that mother 

figure
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While Pepe (23, F) experienced 
problems living with her partner 
because, supposedly, she was too 
demanding of his time and attention, 
other participants attributed their 
‘success’ living together to the notion 
of giving each other ‘space’ . Amber 
Valentine (21, F), for example, said 
that her and her partner we able 
to communicate effectively about 
needing time to themselves:

“…we both kind of just felt it at 
the same time, we just like 
“You know what, I’m just 
going to be in my room, 
hope you’re okay 
with that, I just want 
some me time.”  And 
I was like, ‘Yes, totally 
fine, I feel exactly 
the same’ and it was 
kind of just starting that 
conversation led me to 
go ‘Yes, yes, I feel the same, 
I just need me time’, and it wasn’t 
awkward, so that was good.”

Cecilia (20, F), likewise, said that her 
and her partner: 

“…understand that sometimes you 
need a night completely to yourself. 
Like you just don’t want to talk to 
anyone… I think we were so good 
at that, we never really had issues… 
We never felt we had to demand the 
other person’s attention or anything 
like that.”

Ben (20, M) and Jasmine (21, F) 
discussed how the idea that space 
is important in a relationship is a 
perceived norm and shaped their 
expectations of living together:

Jasmine (J): Yeah, initially, there was 
definitely like this whole thing about 
giving each other space . Initially, there 
was a lot more –
Ben (B): We thought it was normal just 
to give each other space .

J: Yeah, we thought like, right, 
we have to set, at this point 

in time, we’re going to 
maybe have a break 
from each other for a 
little while, just for a 
few hours even, or like 
we’ll go do work in 
our separate rooms or 

whatever or something, 
you know . We’ll just have 

a few hours apart from each 
other . But then we realised, we 

don’t need to set a time to have apart 
from each other [laughter] . 
B: We just thought that was the  
done thing .
J: We thought that that, yeah, was 
normal, but then that actually didn’t 
work for us really .
B: We thought we’d be sick of each 
other, but fortunately we weren’t .
J: Yeah . And like we can be doing 
completely our own things, like 
completely separate, for hours, but be 
like within the same sort of space and 
be okay . But we’re not talking to each 
other . We’re just like doing work or 
whatever . Yeah, it’s okay .

it wasn’t 
awkward, so  
that was good
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Conversely, Ellie (22, F) would rather 
have stayed with her boyfriend than 
be “at home” but they did not move 
in together because “everyone was 
doing the same thing, everyone was 

staying as a family, it 
[moving back with 

her family] felt 
like the right 
thing to do”, 
suggesting, 
that 
lockdown 
had 

disrupted 
their intention 

to progress  
their relationship . 

Likewise, Cecilia (20, F) always 
planned to live with her boyfriend, but 
this was delayed due to lockdown . 
She described the time apart as a 
“test” of whether they 

“…really do want to live together, 
because we’ve been apart for so 
long… it’s been really awful, and we 
want to be together, and we want 
to live together… Because we knew 
we sort of, even sort of a year prior 
we knew we had these plans to like 
move in together for my final year, it 
was going to be the future plan… Like 
we’d gotten to the point where we 
were tired of long distance, and we 
wanted to be together, and we knew 
it was feasibly possible the way that 
our academic careers were going.  
So, I think the lockdown sort of only 
intensified that like desire because 
we were getting to the point where it 
was like oh, we should start looking 
for flats and we should start thinking 
about that planning stage.” 

we were  
tired of long 

distance
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PART 2 – PHYSICAL SPACE

There was a yearning for a full 
sensory interpersonal experience with 
other people, which, most believed, 
was only possible when together in 
shared physical space . The loss of 
in-person interaction was experienced 
as particularly painful for those in 
intimate and romantic relationships . 

At the same time, some participants 
appreciated having a break from 
the typical experience of being with 
people and a small number were 
candid about preferring lockdown 
arrangements to seeing people 
in-person and having to engage in in-
person peer dynamics . 

SLOWING RELATIONSHIP PROGRESSION
There was a sense among some 
participants that hosting new intimate 
relationships online and seeing less of 
each other in person was somewhat 
beneficial because it made them 
progress slower in developing the 
relationship than they may have done 
otherwise . Ben (20, M) and Jasmine 
(21, F), who participated as a couple, 
said that this worked well for them . 
Given Jasmine’s relative inexperience, 
they reflected that they may not 
otherwise have stayed together had 
they not taken it slowly: 

Jasmine: I wonder if things moved 
more slowly, which – personally, I 
found that like better, because we 
didn’t meet up so often .

Ben: Yeah . I think at the start as well, 
you know, it was obvious that you 
were quite new to this and to take 
it slowly – like, you know, I think it 
could have easily been scuppered 
in a way if something went too fast 
or, you know, you weren’t sure about 
something . It was all at your pace, 
wasn’t it?

really 
strengthened my 

relationship
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A participant in the 
LGBTQ+ youth club felt 
similarly:

“Weirdly I had a 
good relationship 
with relationships 
during lockdown… over 
lockdown we just started 
talking more and then lockdown 
kind of gave me time to be like take 
it at the pace that I think it needs to 
go and go slow because I think that’s 
what I had been trying to do before 
I would try and convince myself that 
I wanted to be in it, but I didn’t. But 
then lockdown helped, I got to take 
it as slow as I wanted, which I’m sure 
was very frustrating for that person 
but it was kind of the only way it 
worked.”

Joe (14, M) articulated 
that being distanced 
from his partner over 
lockdown removed the 
pressure for regular 

contact:

“…it just works, like, I found 
it really quite easy during 

lockdown to be honest because 
over lockdown, we had that distance 
and now we still have that distance, 
it’s fine because we’re used to kind 
of not seeing each other every single 
day.  … And we don’t communicate 
online every single day all the time, 
because we don’t feel as reliant on 
it, to be honest, we can just kind of 
speak when we fancy.”

we can just 
kind of speak 
when we fancy
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IN-PERSON INTERACTION TO SUPPORT AND  
SUSTAIN RELATIONSHIPS
Despite the perceived benefits of 
having physical space in developing 
relationships, participants emphasised 
the importance of opportunities for 
physical interaction and intimacy to 
support and sustain a relationship . 
There were frequent references to a 
lost ‘vibe’ or ‘aura’ when interactions 
were not in-person . Some participants 
spoke about missing being able to be 
physically intimate with their partner . 
Sonny (18, M), for example, said that he

 “can’t do the things I want to do to 
her [his girlfriend] on the phone, that’s 
kind of bad, that’s impossible… 
you want to kiss her… I 
mean, I’d be kissing on 
the phone.” 

Gary (18, M) referred to there being a 
“gap… when you don’t see somebody 
face-to-face . It’s different .” Gordon 
(20, M) said that “always talking on 
the phone feels awkward . She [his 
partner] physically wasn’t there . I 
really missed her a lot .” Kim (19, M) 
missed “the touch of [his partner’s] 
mouth and seeing her face .” 

Lizzie (21, F) constructed physical 
touch and presence as a human need: 
“It’s probably our social kind of aspect 
of being human, needing people to 
physically be around you” . 

talking on 
the phone feels 

awkward
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Cecilia (20, F), likewise, said it was 
“natural to miss the physical aspect… 
of like even just sort of cuddling 
or like being in the same room as 
someone .” Ivy (21, F) worried about 
whether the lack of physical presence 
and intimacy would make her and her 
boyfriend ‘just friends’, suggesting 
that romantic/intimate relationships 
require more physical and in-person 
interaction than friendships . Like Ivy, 
Grace believed that “if you take the 
physical aspect out of a relationship, 
it’s kind of just like a friendship… it 
was like losing my relationship, my 
partner and we’re friends… I just felt 
like I had a friend again…”

For those whose relationships 
had ended, the lack of in-person 
interaction with their partners was, 
in their view, responsible in full or 
part for the end of their relationships . 
Many participants considered being 
able to see one another as integral to 
romantic and intimate relationships . 
For Gary (18, M), his relationship 
ended during lockdown, and he said 
that his girlfriend gradually stopped 
taking his calls . He wondered if they 
would still be together were it not 
for lockdown . He felt that the lack 
of physical presence meant they 
were never able to sit down and 
talk about their relationship; instead, 
the matter could be avoided, and it 
eventually ended . Jimmy (20, M) also 
experienced a relationship break-up 
during lockdown . He felt that it was for 
the best that they parted, but that the 
issues may have been exacerbated 
by a lack of physical presence and 
intimacy, which, he said, meant “that 
we weren’t as close as we were .”

natural  
to miss  

the physical  
aspect
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PHYSICAL PRESENCE AS REASSURANCE
Some participants described 
feeling insecure or anxious in their 
relationships because of the lack of 
in-person contact . On the one hand, 
some young people felt that there 
was less insecurity in relationships 
during lockdown because people 
were unable to go out and potentially 
meet other people;  
for example: 

“I guess just, I’m not really sure but 
just because everybody was kind 
of in the same situation and people 
were talking online loads and I 
think maybe there was an 
aspect of you know, 
people didn’t feel the 
need to get jealous 
about them meeting 
up with other people 
or anything because 
they couldn’t.” 
(William, 17, M)

Francesca (23, F) expressed similar 
sentiments:

“Did I ever think that it [lockdown] 
was going to damage the 
relationship? No, in the sense that, I 
don’t know, I never felt scared… also 
he’s also stuck at home so who is 
he supposed to meet, unless, you 
know, he goes on Tinder and stuff or 
whatever, you know, I wasn’t really 
worried that he was going to leave 
me for one of his flatmates if that 
makes sense.”

everybody was 
kind of in the 
same situation
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Yet, being unable to 
see one’s partner in-
person during lockdown 
was worrisome for some 
young adults . Grace (19, F) was 
worried about whether her boyfriend 
was changing how he felt about her 
while they were apart . Her boyfriend 
was a keyworker, so at one point went 
back to work:

“I was still stuck like at home, not 
allowed to leave and I think for me, 
that’s when my anxiety kicked in 
because I was like well, he’s going to 
meet someone else because I’m not 
even here.  We haven’t seen each 
other in ages.  So, then I felt like I got 
very insecure and yeah, I had issues 
with that.”

Kim (19, M) said that his 
girlfriend expressed these 

insecurities about him: 

“during the lockdown, I do go 
out sometimes… she thought that I 
go out to do something else or see 
another girl.” Grace felt that if only 
she “could see him [her boyfriend] in 
person, it would be fine. It was that 
lack of connection.” 

It seemed that physical presence 
was reassuring and gave meaning to 
relationships, which felt more fragile 
when interactions were just taking 
place online . 

 that’s when  
my anxiety  
kicked in



56 Findings

CEDING CONTROL OF PHYSICAL SPACES
Some participants expressed their 
frustration with the lack of control 
over if and when they could next see 
people in-person and, in general, 
re-engage with life in shared 
physical space with people . A lack 
of shared physical presence and 
in-person interaction with others was 
experienced as particularly distressing 
for some participants who believed 
lockdown caused or exacerbated 
their problems with mental health/
wellbeing . The boys in the specialist 
education centre referred to 
lockdown as “bad for your health” and 
said that “you can become psycho” 
and “get more worried and anxious…” 

Those young 
people from 

difficult or 
complicated 
home 
environments 
found 
this was 

exacerbated .  
For Sonny 

(18, M) in the 
education centre, 

he and his girlfriend “ran away” 
from their homes” and “had a lot of 
problems… it was a horrible mess… it 
was toxic… my mum didn’t, her family 
didn’t like me… and my family didn’t 
like her .” 

A particularly poignant example of 
how relegation to a fixed singular 
physical space resulted in a loss of 
self-determination and autonomy 
is Mae (20, F), a lesbian woman 
whose parents were not accepting 
of her sexuality . Mae described the 
experience of lockdown as very 
challenging and as further entrenching 
the difficulties she had with her parents 
and, ultimately, herself:

“I really had no idea what to do 
with myself. Then, when it came to 
thinking about sexuality and dating, 
it was all just I felt like I just retreated 
farther because I was surrounded 
only by the people who had those 
views that didn’t necessarily align 
with me. It was just the odd comment, 
saying, ‘Oh, no. Maybe this lockdown 
will help straighten yourself out.’ …
Then, they’d be like, ‘Oh, perhaps 
at uni, you’ll meet a nice, great 
guy now.’ … [I felt] like I couldn’t 
say anything and just nodding and 
agreeing because it’s like, ‘Okay. 
Yes, I’ll find a guy then.’ It felt like I 
just didn’t have that chance to really 
push to be who I wanted to be. It felt 
like I was more becoming what they 
wanted me to be because they had 
that time to really just keep preaching 
what they wanted.”

it was toxic
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Upon starting university, 
Mae did not feel any 
more comfortable 
with herself and 
described feeling 
anxious about being 
honest with people 
about her sexuality . She 
recounted having pursued 
romantic connections with men as a 
way of ‘resolving’ the dilemma of her 
sexuality, which had negative impacts 
on her:

“I was seeking the male attention in 
the house because it felt like now, I 
had this freedom, in a sense. I was 
like, ‘Okay. Instead of going after 
what I want, let me go after what 
other people think I would be going 
after’ …maybe, convince myself 
otherwise, that I wasn’t gay and that 
actually, maybe my parents were 
right because if my parents say it, 
then it must be right because your 
parents want what’s best for you. 

That’s the thing they 
kept saying. ‘We just 
want what’s best for 
you.’ So, it got to uni, 
and it felt strange. I felt 

like a massive imposter 
in my own skin. I still felt 

like I had no clue what I 
was doing.”

While it is not possible to identify 
whether Mae would have achieved 
the desired self-knowledge and self-
acceptance were lockdown not to 
have occurred, the lockdown certainly 
acted as a way for her to make sense 
of her current situation because it 
prevented her from pursuing her 
plans to spend her three month 
summer holiday connecting with the 
LGBT community:

“There’s this massive doubt that’s 
built up, that’s come from not being 
able to have that three months. 
Honestly, it’s probably not just to do 
with that but I feel like I would have 
been in such a different position if I 
was able to find other people that 
were like me.” 

 I felt like 
a massive 

imposter in my 
own skin
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NEGOTIATING NEW RULES AND REGULATIONS 
FOR PHYSICAL SPACES
Lockdown introduced new forms of 
regulation over physical interactions 
between groups and individuals . 
Adherence to these rules was variously 
negotiated by participants . Jasmine 
(21, F) and Ben (20, M), for example, 
spoke about how they were mindful of 
meeting each other in-person whilst 
getting to know each other during 
lockdown because they did not want to 
put people’s health at risk . They were 
also worried about the risk of social 
shaming if other people took issue with 
them physically meeting: 

Ben (B): The risks were quite high 
though . There was a lot of shame . 
If you were the one to catch covid 
because you went on a walk with your 
girlfriend or the person you’re dating, 
whatever, and people had to isolate 
for – was it 14 days or something at 
that time, you’d be a bit red faced .
Jasmine (J): Yeah, like the people in 
my flat who caught covid, the rest of 
the flat would be so annoyed with 
them, because it’s obviously impacted 
them . They can’t go outside, and they 
can’t go do their laundry, and they 
can’t go to the shops .
B: Well, there was a huge like shame, 
especially people who weren’t very 
social – there was this anonymous 
reporting thing… you know, people 
could have huge amounts of power 
because all they had to do is go, ‘So 
and so’s got this in this room,’ and 
security would be there in a flash… 
thankfully we didn’t piss anyone off 
enough for us to be reported .

Lexi (22, F) made similar points; she 
was meeting a man she was dating 
for walks but was aware of the need 
to follow the rules and not antagonise 
her housemates when it came to 
spending time with him in a shared 
physical space:

“I asked all of them before inviting 
him over. We stayed in my room so 
sort of tried to confine just to one 
space; they were all working so they 
were all interacting with people as 
well, so they were kind of already 
exposing themselves to that risk. I 
think they all understood the mental 
toll it was taking on all of us of not 
having that social interaction or being 
able to see our friends and that, so 
they were happy with me having him 
over as long as it wasn’t too spread 
around the house and that.”

Amber Valentine (21, F) recounted an 
experience of being reported by her 
housemates for meeting her boyfriend 
in person, even though they were 
following the rules regarding social 
distancing, which was upsetting for her:

“…it was really hard on me, and I think 
that rocked a bit of our relationship.  
Because we were like, ‘This is so 
horrible to be apart but yet we’re 
down the street and yet when I meet 
you and I follow the rules, people 
report us’ …it really like made a 
tension between us and what to 
do and kind of how far to go with 
bending the rules in certain ways…”
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Others were concerned about the 
perceived risk to their families if they 
met their partner and described having 
to resist doing so . For example:

“…Yes, there were a couple of times 
where I was just going to break it 
and go and see him and then he was 
like, he was supportive and then he 
was like, ‘Oh wait no, I don’t want my 
grandparents to get sick’ …he was 
like, ‘I love you, but I don’t want my 
grandparents sick.’  I understood but 
the irrational part of my brain was 
like, ‘But I want to see you’, and that 
caused a bit of a meltdown.”  
 – Lucy, 20, F

John (23, M) spoke about how even 
when in-person contact was allowed, 
he and his partner did not meet 
due to concerns for their respective 
parents . He did, however, experience 
increasing tensions with his parents 
as lockdown was repeatedly extended 
and he wanted to meet his partner:

“… I think it was even, you know, the 
meeting outside for like – you can 
meet one other person in the park… 
So, I would say we were just as careful 
as we could be. Like my parents 
– obviously, at that point I was still 
living at home, and they knew how 
frustrated I was, and it had caused 
arguments in the past. I was like, ‘I just 
want to see her.’ And they were like, 
‘You can’t.’ I was like, ‘I know I can’t, 
but I just want to.’ But we were just 
as careful as we could be. We did a 
thing where we – you know, the whole 
social distancing, so we would meet 
up, but we would still do that. 

So, we wouldn’t have the physical 
touch, but we were like physically 
close in proximity to each other. Yeah, 
it was obviously scary. You don’t want 
to put anyone in danger.”

Others described breaking the rules 
in pursuit of their relationships . Alison 
(19, F), for example, had her new 
partner come and visit her and she 
travelled to see him . Mikey (20, M) 
also spoke about breaking the rules; 
his parents did not want him to see 
his partner, but he went anyway, with 
ensuing tensions at home .  

“It was really difficult... I couldn’t stay. 
I decided to see her. I had to sneak 
out to see her, spend time with her, 
take walks together and stuff like 
that.” 

For some, breaking the rules almost 
acted as a symbolic romantic gesture 
in their relationship . Lexi (22, F), for 
example, felt that meeting in person 
was risky because of the rules and so 
it meant more and would only occur 
if those involved were genuinely 
interested in one another . Alex (22, 
M), similarly, interpreted his partner’s 
willingness to break the rules to see him 
as indicative of her feelings for him:

Alex (A): Yeah, she [broke] the rules 
for me .  
I: How did you feel about that, her 
breaking the rules for you?
A: I felt very happy, I felt loved, and  
I think oh god, that if she could do 
this, then she could anything for me .  
I was happy .
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PART 3 -  THE ‘SHIFT TO DIGITAL’  SPACES

Online spaces provided participants 
with opportunities to expand their 
networks and interact in ways that 
restored their feelings of privacy 
and personal control . Participants 
described using a variety of 
online platforms to support their 
communication with partners and 
peers, with WhatsApp, Snapchat, 
FaceTime, Facebook Messenger, and 
Zoom most frequently mentioned . 
Some were also using Discord, as 
well as interactive gaming platforms . 
Whilst most of these were used prior 
to lockdown, Zoom seemed to have 
increased in use as a specific platform 
for video calling . 

Using digital mediums to 
communicate seemed to be a 
normalised experience for most 
participants, including prior to 
lockdown, but it seemed to be of 
heightened significance during 
lockdown because of the constraints 
on otherwise being able to meet 
people . The conditions of lockdown 
made participants completely 
dependent on access to hardware/
software in order to interact with 
others . Problems with broken 
phones and shared devices meant 
that for some, regular interaction 
was difficult to sustain . There were 
also technical barriers to interacting 
online, for example, regarding access 
to and reliability of technology and 
devices . This seemed particularly 
to affect younger people, who had 
more variable access to devices and 
platforms depending on what was 
permitted and provided by parents .

We spoke for 
hours, hours.
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BENEFITS OF COMMUNICATING ONLINE
Many participants spoke about 
interacting online with people they 
had met online and did not know 
offline . The perceived benefits of 
interacting with these people online 
related to feeling more confident and 
open . Participants were less worried 
about embarrassing themselves when 
speaking online because they did not 
have to see the person ‘in real life .’ 
For example:

“It’s not too weird cos you’ve never 
seen them in person so you can’t 
really do much to embarrass yourself 
in a way because they haven’t seen 
you in person so first impression 
on text isn’t too hard compared to 
in person because you can make 
yourself look like a fool easier, so it’s 
much easier.” (Patrik, 14, M). 

Some young people perceived these 
interactions to be more private than 
when interacting with people offline, 
seemingly because the interaction is 
constrained to a specific context and 
does not go any further . Some also 
felt that interacting with known peers 
online offers a sense of privacy . They 
described enjoying the opportunity 
to have more privacy to interact with 
desired and actual partners and to 
develop their relationships without 
scrutiny and gossip . For example, Rick 
(14, M) said that:

“…you can just message him and 
no one knows that you’re having a 
conversation with them, there’s no 
pressure to like go up to them and 
speak to them all the time, like, with 
a gang around you in a way, just like 
just you can just speak to them, feel 
comfortable, without feeling oh, you 
have to go and speak to them and 
you can do it just without anyone 
really knowing and then you still 
get your thing across even though 
obviously it’s nicer in person.  I think it 
takes off the pressure in some ways.”

For some, their interactions with 
others were extensive, with 
several young adults who were in 
relationships recounting lengthy and 
regular messaging and calls with  
their partners:

 “… calls, texts, video calls, text and 
audio calls, a lot. We spoke for hours, 
hours. Throughout the night, we kept 
talking, you know.” (Mikey, 20, M). 

Some participants described 
purposely scheduling these 
interactions, while for others they ‘just 
happened .’ Some, moreover, liked 
the control they could exercise over 
these interactions, for example, with 
the ability to block contacts or end 
unwanted communication . One girl 
said that “you have a block button if 
someone’s really annoying you, you 
can’t just block them in real life”, with 
another adding, “you could choose 
when you message them” . 
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LIMITATIONS OF COMMUNICATING ONLINE
Many participants felt that the 
ability to exercise control over 
online interactions could encourage 
dishonesty . The possibility that others 
could be hiding their true thoughts 
or feelings was disconcerting . Amelia 
(16, F), for example, said that while 
it may be “less stressful” to interact 
online because you can plan what 
you say:

“…you can’t rely that the response 
you get from the other person is their 
genuine feeling and not something 
that they’ve… been thinking up to 
reply… if you were in person and it’s 
on the spot… you see what they’re 
really thinking, how they react to 
what you say.”

Participants referred 
to the loss of ‘facial 
expressions’, ‘body 
language’, and other 
non-verbal cues as 
increasing the risk of 
misinterpretations and 
misunderstandings: 

“…when you read 
something, you don’t know 
how they are saying it, so you might 
read it in the wrong way.”   
 Rihanna, 14, F

“…online there’s a wall between 
you… you can’t make the same type 
of connection”  
 Ammy, 17, F 

This ‘wall’ obscures the social and 
sensory cues typically present when 
interacting with someone in a shared 
physical space . For Lucy (20, F), 
online interactions during lockdown 
were sometimes distressing for 
these reasons . She said that she was 
sometimes more comfortable to have 
“voice calls” than video calls but she 
was then “extrapolating even more 
and assuming worst-case scenario[s]… 
in my brain, I was over-emphasising 
someone’s tone of voice… my brain 
was just trying to fill in the gaps” due 
to the absence of non-verbal cues .  

Other participants felt it was difficult 
to adjust their interactions because 

of the inability to observe 
and respond to the other 

person’s reactions to 
what they were saying . 
Alyssa (24, F), for 
example, said that:

“…with face to face 
you can actually see 

the person’s emotions 
change… it’s not as 

distinctive as if it’s face to 
face.  You can see the moment the 

face changes, it’s like, oh my God, 
I’ve upset this person, crap, sorry.  
But online it’s like, are they upset?  
Or for me personally, are they upset, 
are they not, are they happy?  Totally, 
totally different.”

online  
there’s a wall 
between you
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As a result, participants 
were concerned about 
disagreements and 
arguments taking 
place online due to 
misinterpretation/
misunderstanding . 
Lily (24, F), for example, 
said that “misconstrued 
meaning” led to “arguments 
over calls and text” with her 
partner, which she described as 
“never a recipe for success .” Several 
participants felt that it was easier to 
disconnect calls or stop messaging 
and ignore each other if negative 
or fractious interactions were taking 
place online . “You could just hang up, 
rather than if you were in person… 
you can actually talk it out… It’s not 
as often [that] someone will just leave 
rather than hanging up the phone…” 
(Lily) . Warren (17, M) felt similarly that:

“…if people were upset or if there 
were little arguments or anything like 
that because normally if we had to 
spend every day together, then we 
just sort it out face to face but I think 
if people were annoyed or upset, 
then they’d kind of just disappear… I 
think that was kind of bad in a way.”

There was some belief 
that the lack of in-
person interactions 
during lockdown 
meant that these 
online arguments 
were happening 

more often . Usee (13, 
F) said that “everyone’s 

on edge” . On the other 
hand, the younger participants 

below felt that arguments were rarer 
during lockdown because people 
were not seeing each other and so 
the stimulus for arguments was not 
there . However, they also felt that 
the materiality of online contact and 
interactions, coupled with ‘boredom’, 
exacerbated the way in which peer 
dynamics and allegiances unfold 
when arguments take place:

Alice (A) (13, F): I think there was a lot 
more taking sides because you can 
see everything on text it’s all written 
down, so people can look into your 
words a bit more .
Hailey (13, F): Arguments were a lot 
rarer because people were spending 
a lot less time with each other but 
when they did occur then it was a lot 
more controversial .
A: You have a lot more time to think 
about what’s happening because 
you’re quite bored because there’s 
not much to do…

everyone’s  
on edge
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While these participants felt that 
there may be fewer triggers for 
arguments from not seeing each 
other in-person, Alice also said that 
it “made things worse because you 
don’t have any interaction in person 
to sort things out…”, in reflection of 
the above-discussed point about  
how it was considered easier to 
resolve arguments in-person that  
via online communication .

In addition to the increased potential 
for misunderstanding due to a lack 
of social cues, participants also 
questioned the extent to which 
hardware/software could capture the 
nuances of relationships . 

Amber Valentine (21, F), for example, 
stated that:

“…it’s never the same through 
a camera… when we would 
say goodbye to each other, it 
wouldn’t be the same as rolling 
over to somebody, kissing them 
goodnight… the intimacy is 
definitely lost… no matter how high 
quality your camera is…”

never the  
same through  

a camera
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Mikey (20, M) referred to a diminished 
sensory experience with his partner:

“You just need to feel the air the 
other person is breathing, you know… 
the perfume you are wearing, the 
clothes, the smile on their faces… The 
video calling and stuff like that isn’t 
really real. But when you can feel 
their skin and the air around them… 
that is the best part.”

Whilst there was a sense that online 
interactions were completely within 
one’s control and ‘off the record’, with 
some girls in school D stating that it 
was possible both to “limit what you 
talk about” with online contacts or 
“you can say everything, because 
they don’t really know who you are”, 

this also meant that:

“…it’s quite hard to establish a 
friend on that little amount of 
information and I think that’s why it 
was quite hard to make new friends 
over lockdown because if you didn’t 
have any more interaction with 
them other than online so you didn’t 
really get to know them as much as 
you would normally.”

This perspective emphasises the 
point about the extent to which it feels 
possible to really know someone 
through the impression gained via 
online interaction and information . 

hard to make 
new friends over 

lockdown



66 Findings

VERIFYING ONLINE IDENTITIES
While interacting with new people 
met online was fairly normalised, 
participants were mindful of trying to 
verify the person’s identity . For some, 
the perceived risk that someone 
may misrepresent themselves meant 
they only interacted with people with 
whom they had “mutual friends” in 
common with an offline peer who 
could verify who they were . 

Others, however, described 
expanding their social circles more 
widely and did not consider this 
inherently risky . Evelyn (22, F) 
reflected on having done so since she 
was younger and said that it “doesn’t 
freak me out… for the most part, you 
can tell if someone’s pretending to 
be an age that they are not .” Many 
participants described trying to verify 
who someone was, perhaps through 
a video call or checking their social 
media activity, as well as having 
friends in common . For example:

Amelia (16, F): I honestly think 
with online it’s sort of you will find 
someone that maybe you might have 
heard their name come up or you 
don’t know them too much but you 
can also ask someone else, like, ‘Do 
you know this person?’ just to make 
sure and then it’s fine; especially 
with Snapchat if you get a picture of 
their face, obviously you can’t rely on 
everything but it’s more likely to be 
someone telling the truth . 
Ashley (16, F): I think it’s easier now to 
tell if something is a fake account . Like 
for example on Snapchat someone has 
a Snap score which is basically how 
many Snapchats you’ve sent since 
you’ve had an account, so if someone 
requests you and they have a zero 
Snap score it’s quite likely to be a 
fake account, or if they’re not tagged 
in any posts or Instagram or no-one’s 
commented on their posts you kind of 
know it’s not a genuine person .
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Unless they had mutual friends in 
common, participants rarely described 
meeting offline with people only 
known online . Thus, while they may 
try to verify the person’s identity, 
it was not considered inherently 
risky because the interaction was 
always constricted to a web-based 
environment . Resultantly, some 
participants felt that undifferentiated 
warning messages about the dangers 
of interacting with ‘strangers’ online 
were an unhelpful ‘scare tactic .’

Because of the perceived normality 
of expanding social circles in this way, 
Ashley (16, F), for example, described 
it as necessary to instead assess and 
manage potential risk, particularly 
in the context of lockdown where 
young people were constrained from 
otherwise meeting in typical in-person 
environments (see Part 2):

“I think school has taught us to 
understand the dangers but I think 
it comes with some kind of self-
assessment when you’re actually 
talking to them because otherwise if 
you don’t add anyone and you don’t 
get to meet new people online then 
your social life is kind of you’re stuck 
with the people that you already 
know, so you can’t expand your 
social circle.”

taught us to 
understand the 

dangers
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COMPARING THE ONLINE VERSUS PHYSICAL SELF
As well as seeking to verify 
someone’s tangible identity (e .g ., their 
age and who they are), participants 
also spoke about the experience of 
interacting with someone and the 
presentation of the self in terms of 
personality and style . Their concerns 
in these regards more related to 
online contacts who they wanted to 
meet offline . 

For example, Emma (16, F) felt 
that online interactions are “more 
almost staged and you have to be 
prepared that when you meet in 
person, it’s highly likely that you’re 
not going to get along as well .” She 
attributed the ability to control online 
communication and the feeling 
of confidence this generates with 
the creation of a more effective 
interaction style which in turn 
facilitated presentation of an idealised 
version of the self when online . 

This related both to what was said 
and how you looked: “when you’re 
meeting someone and you think oh, 
what if I don’t look as good in real  
life as I do in my photos, what if I’m 
not as interesting in real life, what if 
it’s awkward?”

what if I’m not 
as interesting in 

real life

what if I don’t 
look as good in 

real life
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CREATING ROMANCE AND INTIMACY ONLINE

ONLINE DATING FOR YOUNG PEOPLE
Many participants spoke about 
‘online dating’ and meeting partners 
online, a matter that entailed more 
consideration of the transfer of the 
interaction and relationship from 
online to offline contexts . Doing so 
seemed more typical among the 
young adults than the young people . 
In comparison, although several of the 
latter were aware of the phenomenon 
of ‘online dating’, for most young 
people, online dating seemed rare, 
including during lockdown . Typically, 
they felt that dating and developing 
relationships had been curtailed by 
lockdown . They tended to describe 
‘normal dating’ as entailing meeting 
people and interacting in-person . 
Subsequently, some felt that 
lockdown had prevented dating . 

Kobe (14, M), for example, said that 
it was only after lockdown “eased 
off and people could see you in 
real life, then it kind of went back to 
normal and people started dating .” 
The participants in his group felt that 
it was “weird” (Kobe) to approach 
romantic interests online and that it 
was important to “have to know them 
a bit first” (Bob, 14, M) . Bob elaborated 
that just meeting people online meant 
that “you’ve not had that time to 
develop something where you know 
each other a bit and you know about 
them and what you like and stuff, so 
you can have easier conversation .” 
Participants in another group, 
meanwhile, felt that while people may 
be more “confident” and “bolder” 
online than in-person (Emily, 14, F), 
which may aid their romantic pursuits 
at least initially, it ultimately “fizzles 
out” (Lily, 14, F) because they couldn’t 
see each other in person . 
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For some young people, developing 
romantic connections online 
manifested in chatting online via 
their typical messaging platforms and 
apps, rather than specific dating apps . 
Thomas (14, M), for example, said that 
“online dating sites [have]… become a 
new thing”, but Skye (14, F) added that 
for their age group they are “not really 
tied to the online dating thing yet, 
we kind of text through Snapchat or 
Instagram . No Tinder!” Sonny (18, M) 
expressed suspicions about girls who 
he speaks to online . Like some of the 
other young people, he said that he 
did not use dating apps but may just 
chat with girls on social media but was 
concerned that:

“…you want to try and meet her, she 
will lie about her age, she could have 
a boyfriend, she could be a dodgy 
phone number or something… she 
could say she’s 18 and she’s 15… 
[she] could set you up as well… they 
say meet me and then you meet and 
there are ten guys and they beat you 
up. That’s the problem.”

For these young people, technology 
seemed to be a way to support and 
develop their romantic interests but 
was not a way to initiate them with 
people other than peers . However, 
some of those in the LGBTQ+ youth 
club perceived online dating to have 
“become far more popular over 
lockdown because people can’t go 
out and meet people” (SD Winter, 
16, non-binary) . Kai (17, M) said that 
lockdown has “exacerbated” this and 
Sarah (18, non-binary) agreed that 
it had “increased and become a lot 
more mainstream .”

she could say 
she’s 18 and  

she’s 15
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ONLINE DATING FOR YOUNG ADULTS
Tinder was commonly mentioned 
by the young adults as a platform 
for online dating, with some also 
referring to other platforms (e .g ., 
Hinge) . There were several stories 
of using dating platforms and apps 
to interact and stave off feelings 
of isolation and boredom during 
lockdown . Alison (19, F), for example, 
said she felt “bored” during lockdown 
and wanted to connect with someone 
via an app to “have some company .” 
Carolina (23, F) felt similarly and 
described dating apps as “the best 
place to find new interaction” during 
lockdown because of the constraints 
on meeting and interacting with 
people in-person . 

Yet, Alison and Carolina became 
frustrated with online dating during 
lockdown because of the inability 
to progress to the next stage of 
meeting offline . Typically, participants 
described online dating as involving 
‘modality shifting’ . John (23, M), for 
example, recounted his experience 
meeting his girlfriend online:

“So, we talked over the app for a 
short time. I don’t really remember 
what happened on the actual Tinder 
app itself. It was more just like 
chatting, and then like we exchanged 
snaps on Snapchat. Then we just like 
started talking on there. And then, 
yeah, it progressed to like a phone 
call, and then we were like, ‘Let’s just 
meet up.’” 

For several young adults, the use of 
dating apps began when they started 
university and seemed to be as much 
a peer bonding exercise as a way of 
meeting potential partners, although 
Lizzie (21, F) was more unique, 
however, in that she had started using 
dating apps in sixth form . John (23, M), 
for example, said that when he started 
university, he and his housemates 
got Tinder out of “curiosity”, and he 
framed it as part of the transition to 
university life . He said that whilst 
his interactions on the app led to a 
relationship, he did not expect to 
meet someone and that it was more 
“like a bonding experience with…  
new students .” 

Others were less successful, and it 
seemed that there were issues with 
mismatched expectations . Ivy (21, 
F) for example said that “98% of the 
people I was matching with were only 
looking for a hook-up or like looking 
for sex and that was it”, which she 
did not want . There was some desire 
among participants for people to be 
more upfront about what they want 
from a partner so as to not waste 
people’s time . Ongoing stigma about 
‘hooking up’ and casual sex was 
perceived by some to limit the extent 
of people’s initial openness and 
honesty online, which then ultimately 
led to disappointment over time . 
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As a result, participants expressed 
some ambivalence about dating apps . 
Reddy (21, M), for example, framed 
his ambivalence about dating apps 
in terms of their “addictive” nature . 
Perhaps this was a consequence of 
the co-existing pleasures and pains 
of the “instant gratification” 
and “self-confidence 
boost” generated 
from matching with 
people, followed by 
rejection (Lexi, 22, F) .  
Interactions online 
were described as 
more abrupt, with 
the normalisation of 
‘ghosting’ where people 
may just disappear and 
stop interacting . Lexi compared 
this to how “in real life, if you’re 
talking to a person, you’re not going 
to just walk away halfway through a 
conversation . You’re going to wrap it 
up slowly and then try to leave .” 

While participants like Lexi identified 
negative aspects of online dating, she 
and some others valued dating apps 
for offering a defined space to meet a 
partner . Several participants described 
themselves, variously, as ‘shy’, 
‘introverted’, or ‘inexperienced’ and said 
that they liked online dating because 
it helped them feel more confident to 
pursue a romantic relationship than 
they feel in offline settings . 

Some described dating apps a 
‘necessary evil’ because of how 
normalised it is to now meet partners 
online despite these issues . Lisa (22, 
F) for example said that she:

“…hate[s] them [online dating 
platforms], but I can’t think of another 

way to meet people.  I think 
that’s the thing, it’s only 

because you can’t meet 
anyone else now.  Like, 
I’ve not been on a date 
with someone that’s not 
been through a dating 
app for a long time.”  

LGBTQ+ participants, 
meanwhile, described 

online dating via dating apps 
as risky because underage people 
may lie about their age, and they had 
heard stories about people getting 
into trouble legally for unknowingly 
interacting with underage people

we talked over 
the app for a 
short time
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ONLINE RELATIONSHIPS
Digital spaces gave participants 
somewhere to continue their 
relationships whilst constrained by 
lockdown regulations . John (23, 
M), for example, described it as “a 
halfway point, getting as close to 
the real thing as you could .” Many 
participants described trying to 
replicate physical intimacy online . 
This was not always sexual in nature, 
for example trying to generate a 
feeling of physical proximity to one 
another . Lizzie (21, F), said that she 
and her partner would fall asleep 
when connected on a call and they 
would “see if the call was still going 
in the morning and then say hello, 
just to make it feel more real as if 
you’re in the same bed .” Amber 
Valentine (21, F) found it “sweet” 
when her partner made it seem like 
they were holding hands:

 “… he did something really funny, 
and he was like, ‘Oh, I wish I could 
hold your hand or just hold you’, and 
I’d say, ‘Oh, that’s really sweet, I wish 
the same.’  And he then said, ‘Take 
a photo of your hand’, and I was like, 
‘Okay.’  And then he took a photo 
of his hand and photoshopped it 
holding [hands] together and said, 
‘Actually, look we are.’”

Participants recounted trying to 
replicate being in shared physical 
space by doing things together like 
watching movies or playing games or, 
for romantic partners, having online 
‘dates’ where they dressed more 
formally and ate a meal together . 
Some described it as ‘weird’ to be 
doing these things online but as 
offering a greater sense of closeness 
than they were otherwise feeling . 

Opportunities to conduct relationships 
online provided meaningful space 
for some participants to express 
their emotions . They discussed how 
posting about their relationships on 
social media was in itself an act of 
romance . For example:

“I’m more social media orientated 
than my partner. I post loads of stuff, 
I have loads of pictures on the gram 
or whatever. I think that I’m more 
the one that posts relationship stuff 
on social media in the sense that 
maybe … I think it’s also because of 
my love language, like, I like to shout 
it out to the world that yes, I really 
am lucky to have this, like, really 
great relationship and I really love my 
partner” (Francesca, 23, F)
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DIGITAL INTIMACIES
As well as meeting new people and 
pursuing romantic interests online, 
several participants spoke about 
using technology to generate intimacy 
in their relationships, namely through 
sharing sexual messages and images 
or interacting sexually through 
video calls . Not all participants felt 
this was a necessary component of 
relationships . Canq (22, F), said that 
“it doesn’t do anything for me, I don’t 
want to see it and I would rather 
have that experience with someone 
in person and wait rather than, I just 
don’t get any satisfaction from it over 
the phone . . .”

Similarly, Jimmy (20, M) spoke about 
his disinterest in nude image sharing:

“Like sharing naked pictures with 
each other to make each other feel 
even more intimate.  I wasn’t up for 
that… I wasn’t really a fan of it… I 
don’t really appreciate the aspect of 
like sending nudes.  I think it’s lack 
of self-control.  No offence.  I feel 
that’s my opinion… She [his girlfriend] 
was actually also supporting the fact 
of no nudity.  She actually agreed 
with no sending it.  But I did think it 
actually took a toll on her because 
we actually missed each other very 
much and we couldn’t really do 
anything about it.”

For some, the inability to see each 
other in person was a reason not 
to engage in digital intimacies . For 
example, Alex (22, M) said that it 
would be too frustrating to become 
aroused and not have his girlfriend 
there to engage in sexual activity:

“…I totally turned myself on, but I 
couldn’t do any stuff… it was kind of 
bothering me because you’re [his 
girlfriend] not here and I’m turned on 
and we keep on disclosing naughty 
stuff and you’re not here to help me 
out… I’m not there to help her out, so 
at some point it was kind of bad for 
me.”

Others saw a potential value in digital 
intimacies but felt that it was not right 
for their relationship or possible in 
their living circumstances at the time . 
For example, Lily (24, F) perceived it 
to be a problem that they were at their 
“family homes… it didn’t really feel 
that appropriate .” Lily nevertheless 
felt that it could be “really helpful for 
a lot of people… if you’re physically 
distanced, being able to communicate 
that way and have intimacy”, because 
when “you can’t see each other for 
so long, like it gets to the point where 
you need to keep the intimacy .” 
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Some participants did not want to 
send images or recordings or take 
part in sexual activity online but 
described sharing messages . For 
example, John (23, M) said that he 
and his partner talked about what 
they would like to do when together 
in person . They were not necessarily 
“explicitly like, ‘Oh, we will do 
this when we meet up’, but 
I think this was kind of 
just like implied [in the 
communication] .” 

Some participants felt 
that written messages 
were less risky than 
images because they 
did not feel as intimate 
or as ‘exposing’ as images 
or videos of one’s body or 
sexual behaviour . Those engaging 
in sharing media of a more intimate 
nature referred to the trust that had 
to be established before feeling 
comfortable to send content . 

Ellie (E) (22, F): It’s like if they send a 
pic now it’s not a big deal at all but if 
you’ve just started seeing each other 
it’s a bit of a oh, that’s a bit risky, you 
sending pics .
Lisa (22, F): Yes, because there’s a lot 
of trust in it .
E: Yes, it’s so much trust .

There were concerns about the 
perceived increased prevalence of 
image sharing online during lockdown:

“I’m sure that, you know, like, during 
the pandemic the amount of naked 
photos that have been shared, 
you know, with your partners or 

whatever must have doubled or 
quadrupled if not more, but 

at the same time there is a 
dangerous side to that.” 
(Francesca, 23, F)

Those who expressed 
concerns sometimes 
emphasised that it 

was not a matter of not 
trusting their partner . 

Grace (19, F), for example, 
said that “it’s not that I don’t 

trust him, but I am aware that if you 
send something it then leaves your 
control… I trust him completely, but 
he can say he’s deleted that picture… 
and he can keep it, it’s not in my 
control anymore .” 

Yes, it’s so  
much trust
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Others were more upfront about a 
lack of trust . For example, Gary (18, 
M) said that he does not send “naked 
pictures because I don’t trust her… 
she might definitely want to [share 
them further] …maybe when we are 
no more together…” Amber Valentine 
(21, F) framed it as a matter of other 
people accessing the phone: “it’s not 
that I don’t trust him, I just don’t trust 
other people .” She said that they sent 
messages as “more of a teasing thing” 
but did “not take the change and 
have a recording… because literally 
anything can happen .” 

Some participants discussed how 
image sharing may be about trust 
and intimacy in a relationship, but 
they were also aware that people 
may have different motivations and 
there may be different contexts to 
image sharing . For example, some 
participants in School D said that 
young people may share images 
because they “trust” their partner and 
it is a sign of their developing intimacy 
with their partner but also that others 
may be “really open about it… they’ll 
send it to different people, and they 
do it really quickly, but some people 
take their time, and some people 
don’t do it at all .”

Participants were concerned about 
the risk of images being shared more 
widely without consent . There were 
several stories of non-consensual 
further sharing . Kobe (14, M) said that 
it happens “all the time… constantly .” 

Non-consensual sharing was 
attributed to people wanting to be 
funny, show off, or seek revenge 
and many believed that boys are 
more likely to share images of girls, 
although some felt that boys also 
sometimes have their images shared . 
For example, Ruby (14, F) felt that:

Ruby (R): It’s just like pictures innit? 
Cos people think it’s funny or like 
they’re proud of themselves from 
getting them or something . 
I: Oh, so sharing someone  
else’s picture?
R: Yeah . 
I: When they’re in a relationship with 
each other do you mean?
R: Mainly after the break-up, then they 
would show all their mates and things 
like that . 

There was a discussion in this group 
about the double standards in how 
girls and boys are treated:

Ruby (R): I feel like some boys just 
don’t have respect for females . 
I: And what does everyone else do 
when that happens?
Patrik (14, M): I think it’s more 
embarrassing for the girls as well . 
Because for a boy it would be like, 
‘Oh go on .’ But for a girl they would be 
called like s-l-a-g . 
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When the girls below were asked 
if there could be any benefits to 
image sharing, they described how 
the shame and stigma attached to 
image sharing for girls meant that any 
perceived benefits are short-lived . It 
seemed to be both the risk of non-
consensual further sharing and the 
perceived lack of control over the 
images and a general sense of feeling 
ashamed and guilty personally for 
participating in the interaction that 
shaped their perspectives .

Ashley (A) (16, F): I think if they’re 
saying that they have those benefits 
they’re probably kind of short-term 
and even if they feel empowered 
sending those things it can still be 
used against them and along the line, 
they could regret doing that . 
I: And what is the regret, what 
happens later down the line?
Scarlett (16, F): Say if you broke up and 
at the time you trusted them to have 
the pictures but then when you break 
up they still have the pictures and you 
don’t have that same trust with them 
as you had before but you feel like you 
can’t just message them and say, ‘Can 
you delete them?’ cos you can never be 
certain that they have .
A: I think you also sometimes feel like 
ashamed because it’s an attack on 
dignity and then the next day I would 
be like I’m really encouraging this… 
then you feel guilty and stuff .

As well as being concerned about 
consent and privacy, there was also 
some indication that individuals may be 
judged according to wider norms and 
expectations about relationships . The 
girls in school D recounted a time when 
a girl sent the same image to two boys, 
and this was bad, they said, because 
she was playing them off against each 
other and sending mixed signals . They 
felt sorry for her when the image was 
leaked but considered her to have 
also behaved badly and, therefore, 
be somewhat deserving of or, at least, 
responsible for what happened .

F: …my friend obviously had sent 
some like rude pictures… but they 
sent like the same one to both of 
them [two boys] and they must have 
like shared them with each other and 
then she was like crying to me and 
like trying to get me to fix it all for her 
but like I didn’t want that pressure .  
She shouldn’t have done it .
… 

F: Well, she was like, like, it depends  
if you’re talking to someone like,  
they still shouldn’t send it to  
multiple people .
F: Yes .
F: Yes, there was like that whole 
debate over lockdown, like, if you’re 
like talking to someone with like, like 
someone you might want to date, 
would you still go and like talk to 
someone else or that would be like 
almost just like disloyal to the person 
you were originally talking to .
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Digital intimacies were, therefore, 
also about wider peer norms and 
expectations . There was also some 
suggestion, however, that there is an 
interpersonal dimension to wanting to 
generate feelings of intimacy within 
the specific relationship . 

For the young adults who said they 
did or do engage in some form of 
digital intimacies (be that sending 
messages, images or recordings 
or engaging in video or live sexual 
interactions online), their motivations 
and experiences seemed, variably, 
to relate to sustaining their 
relationships when physically apart 
and/or to exploring their sexuality 
and preferences . It was, therefore, 
either instrumental and/or 
expressive in different ways 
and to different extents . 
Francesca (23, F), for 
example, described 
it as “a tool that you 
use to… stay in touch 
with… the physical 
side as much as we 
can… through a screen, 
you know, there is just so 
much you can do .” 

For Ivy (21, F), digital intimacies 
were an important part of her 
sexual development and self-
exploration . She described herself 
as inexperienced regarding sex and 
relationships; she was worried about 
pleasing her partner, while he felt that 
she was not responding to him in the 
way that his previous partners had: 

“…we kind of struggled initially 
anyway with our sex life because I 
[had]… completely no idea what to 
do or how anything worked, but he’d 
been with a couple of people before, 
so we spent a long time trying to get 
to the same level and understanding 
and understanding each other and 
each other’s bodies and not carrying 
over expectations from like, ‘Oh, 
well last time we did X, Y, Z, so why 
doesn’t that happen again?’”

During lockdown, they sent pictures 
to one another and had “phone sex”, 
which Ivy found helpful in exploring 
what they want and enjoy . They have 
maintained this communication since as 
“a pretty normal thing for us, especially 

when we’re apart” and Ivy 
described it as “beneficial” for 

their sexual life .

“…we’d been saying 
‘Okay, I like this, I want 
you to do this, I want 
to do this together’, 
so kind of being 

able to actually really 
communicate that and be 

forced to communicate that, 
that actually really helped in the 

long run.  And we kind of said to each 
other, I was like ‘Okay, I’m worried 
about this’, and he was like, ‘Oh, well, 
I’m worried about this.’ And then we 
were like, ‘Okay, well here’s why 
you don’t need to be worried about 
that and here’s what we can do to 
make it better.’  So, I think kind of only 
communicating on video chat really 
forced us to actually look at what we 
needed from each other and being 
able to communicate a lot better.”

it’s an attack  
on dignity
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For some participants, therefore, 
digital intimacies were helpful, 
either because they were able to 
connect with their partners and/or 
because they were able to explore 
and express what they wanted 
and desired in from an intimate 
perspective and as a result, they have 
continued this form of communication 
post-lockdown . Whereas for Alison 
(19, F), she described “camming” as 
“beneficial” to her relationship when 
she was apart from her partner, but 
said that she “would rather, like, do it 
in person .” 

Some participants felt that image sharing 
had increased over lockdown because 
people felt confident behind the screen, 
and it was the only way to be intimate 
at that time . For example a participant 
in school D described sending flirty 
messages during lockdown: 

R4: It was more sexual 
communication over 
lockdown . I found 
myself being more 
flirtatious in the 
messages but kind of 
stopped that now that 
that lockdown is over . 
I: And why has it stopped 
when lockdown is finished?
R4: One, because I felt more 
confident because it was just 
messaging and I didn’t have to see 
them in real life; but two, I don’t know, 
I feel like with someone I would just 
like be that way in real life if I want to 
be like that in real life, I don’t have to 
use messaging .

Lewis (15, M), likewise, felt that 
people were engaging in sexual 
communication during lockdown but 
“after, it slowed down because I think 
people met in person…” 

Some girls in School D considered 
image sharing over lockdown to be 
a problem because it was “out of 
character… like some people wouldn’t 
send nudes before lockdown but then 
because of lockdown they thought 
they might as well .” This participant felt 
that people may have been posting 
more of these kinds of revealing 
images to social media during 
lockdown in search of validation:

“I feel I did see a lot more people 
than I know posting sexual images 
on Instagram, so it seemed like 
at the start of lockdown everyone 
was fully clothed and as we went 

through lockdown it would 
just get less and less and 

less where people were 
putting like photos of 
them in the underwear. 
And everyone was like, 
‘Oh my god, you’re 
so pretty,’ so it kind of 

make sense why they 
were doing it… Because 

they weren’t getting 
validation from just going out 

and seeing people… so, they were 
getting it from social media instead.” 
(R3, School D, mixed)

‘Oh my  
god, you’re so 

pretty,
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PERFORMATIVE PRESSURES GENERATED  
THROUGH INTERACTING ONLINE

RELUCTANT BUT CONSENSUAL IMAGE SHARING 
IN RELATIONSHIPS
There were accounts of participants 
engaging in image sharing within their 
relationships during lockdown that 
participants did not personally desire 
or enjoy . Lucy (20, F), for example, 
said that she and her partner 
had shared some images 
together, and she thinks 
her partner enjoyed it 
more than she did . She 
described him as more 
visually oriented than 
her and said that she 
essentially just did it 
for him: “I’d send photos 
every now and then, but it 
was mostly – he didn’t like force 
me to obviously, but it was mostly for 
his sake rather than any enjoyment I 
got out of it .” 

For Grace (19, F), her feelings of 
insecurity due to not being able to see 
her partner during lockdown resulted 
in her sending images although she 
did not want to . She did not find it 
particularly pleasurable and said she 
did it mainly for her partner . 

“…like before lockdown, I had a hard 
and fast rule about like not sending 
any pictures or anything like that 
because I was just paranoid about, 

I don’t know, if your phone gets 
nicked or whatever, I just 

was never comfortable 
with that.  I still am 
probably a bit 
uncomfortable with it, 
but during lockdown... 
I felt sorry for him 
because he was like, 

you know, he needed 
something like that and 

so we kind of, we dealt 
with it, I guess, in that way… 

we would send picture, or we would 
like Facetime each other… I think it 
helped him, but I still felt like a bit 
uncomfortable doing all of that.  So, 
I felt like I probably did that more for 
him than for myself.” (Grace, 19, F).

Similarly, Lexi (22, F) felt that “guys 
find sending and receiving pictures 
a lot more appealing and something 
that is actually sexual for them 
whereas for girls it’s more of a hassle 
and just something that they do to 
humour the guys .” 

I still 
 felt like a bit 
uncomfortable
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Grace believed that engaging in this 
behaviour has set somewhat of a 
precedent to continue doing so . It had 
“a knock-on effect and I think now that 
he’s kind of experienced that, he likes 
that side of things . He likes the pictures 
and getting things like that, so 
that’s kind of continued .” She 
grapples with the idea of 
consent in this context . 
Like Lucy, she insisted 
that her partner was 
not directly pressuring 
her, or would want 
her to feel pressured 
and framed it as “my 
choice” to give him what 
he wanted in order to 
sustain the relationship:

“I don’t think he would have wanted 
me to feel pressured.  He wasn’t 
intentionally pressurising. So, I guess 
a part of me was also thinking well 
if I send this to him then you know, 
he’ll be happy and he’ll stay in the 
relationship a bit longer and you 
know, whatever.  He won’t have a 
wandering eye because you don’t 
need to have one.” 

Other participants felt that digital 
intimacies may involve a dynamic 
of girls and women pleasing boys 
and men and as such, came with an 
associated pressure to be obliging . 
Lexi (22, F), for example, said that her 
experience of being sent images and 

being asked to share images on 
dating apps has led her to 

feel that women just do it to 
please men and she finds 
it awkward and difficult to 
refuse . Whilst much less 
frequently referred to by 
male participants, Mikey 

(20, M) also narrated a 
sense of wanting to please 

his girlfriend despite his 
concerns about privacy:

“…sometimes when we are far apart, 
she says, ‘Babe, come on, okay just 
snap and send for me,’ and if I’m 
snapping it I sometimes, okay, I did it 
twice, but I didn’t show my face, so I 
just put it down pants, yes.”

He wasn’t 
intentionally 
pressurising
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UNSOLICITED IMAGE SHARING 
Many of the girls and young women 
described being sent unwanted 
sexual content by males their own 
age and by older men online . This 
was often accompanied with a sense 
of pressure to reciprocate:

“…like somewhat pressured if they 
do it, if they send something like 
first then you feel pressured to 
send something back or else you 
just feel a bit weird about it…I don’t 
think it’s like a direct pressure from 
people, ‘You need to send this,’ 
maybe sometimes but I think a lot of 
the times it will be them doing it to 
you first and then it will be like the 
pressure of them for you.”

The girls in school D described it as 
a “red flag” if a boy wants to share 
nudes, because it means “they’re 
not really a good person” and they 
should “want you for who you are… 
your body shouldn’t be what you 
want, it should be you as a person .” 
The girls in School G also described 
it as a “bit of a red flag” (Ashley, 16, F) 
because “it sort of makes it feel like 
they don’t want you for your character 
or something, they just want your 
body or whatever and it just feels 
a bit disrespectful” (Amelia, 16, F) . 
Emma (16, F) felt that “it’s just a bit 
disrespectful and you know they don’t 
really care about your thoughts or 
feelings, kind of treating you as lesser 
than them .” 

An unsolicited nude was not 
considered “direct pressure” but 
instead was seen as indicating a 
desire to engage in transactional 
sharing . Even when girls stated that 
they did not want to receive the 
image, their refusal was not always be 
heard . Emma, for example, said that:

“Sometimes they’ll message and say, 
‘Do you want me to send it?’ And 
you’re like, ‘No’ and they still do even 
though it won’t benefit you either, it’s 
just a thing for them to do because 
they want to have done it. I think that 
sometimes they don’t use it as a way 
of flirting or anything like that, I think 
that they just want to do it.” 

She suggested that boys are 
motivated by their own desires when 
image sharing, rather than using this 
to advance an interpersonal dynamic 
or relationship . 
Some girls 
recounted 
how boys 
would 
compare 
them to 
their ex-
girlfriends 
as a way 
of indirectly 
pressuring them 
to share images, which 
may make them feel “paranoid” and 
then question whether “they [the ex-
partner] are better than me…” 

And you’re 
like, ‘No’ and 

they still do
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Some participants felt that non-
consensual image sharing (through 
pressure and unsolicited sharing) had 
increased over lockdown . Carolina 
(23, F) attributed unsolicited image 
sharing over lockdown to a “kind of 
repression and not being able to, 
like, hook up with people…”, perhaps 
indicating a perception that men 
engage in non-consensual 
behaviour because 
of their sex drives 
(a well-established 
rape myth) . The girls 
in School G said 
that pressured and 
abusive image sharing 
was heightened over 
lockdown, which they felt 
was because of increased 
feelings of confidence and 
entitlement among some boys, 
including regarding being disinhibited 
when online and not having to deal 
with the ramifications offline .

Ashley (16, F): I mean I think 
especially over lockdown boys, not 
the majority of boys, some, they’re 
worse like especially pressuring you 
and stuff, it was because they thought 
it was lockdown, they kind of had this 
right to do it .
Lola (16, F): If they’re behind a 
screen they felt like they had more 
confidence and they become a bit 
rude or cockier or something like that .

Amelia described these practices as 
“very common” and attributed this to 
boys’ supposed pride and ability to 
accrue social capital through image 
sharing . They described a difference 
in expectations of boys and girls and 
the significance of image sharing to 
boys and girls:

Emma (16, F): They’re like 
proud of it and then I think 

it’s different because if 
they send it… or receive 
it their friends will 
probably be like, ‘Oh 
well done,’ it’s that sort 
of thing . And then if 

a girl does it, she gets 
shamed rather [than] like 

a, ‘Well done .’ 
…

Ashley: I think it’s just socially girls 
are expected to be more like nice and 
timid, but boys are more arrogant .  I 
hate that . 
…
Emma: They just walk around all cool . 
I don’t want to speak for them, but I 
get the feeling that it’s not as big of a 
deal for them as it is for us .  

if a girl does it, 
she gets shamed
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Others felt 
that boys 
were less 
at risk of 
having their 
images 

distributed 
because boys 

tend not to 
have their faces 

in the image, compared to girls’ 
pictures and, therefore, were not very 
concerned about sending unsolicited 
images to girls:

I: Okay, so are girls’ pictures more 
likely to have their face in it?
R3: Yeah . 
I: Okay, whereas boys … is that by 
where it is on their body you can’t get 
the face in at the same time?
R7: I guess, yeah . 
I: Whereas girls what is it more  
top half?

R7: Just the whole lot, I guess .  
It depends-
R3: The whole lot! 

Females could also engage in 
unsolicited image sharing . Ellie 
(22, F) and Lisa (22, F) had an 
interesting exchange about Ellie 
sending unsolicited nude images to 
her boyfriend . They did not see it 
as problematic because of the trust 
within the established relationship, 
including comparatively so regarding 
unsolicited image sharing early on 
in dating . They held this perspective 
despite Ellie’s boyfriend seemingly 
taking issue with her sending him 
pictures in some 
contexts, for 
example while 
he is at work, 
which Ellie 
seemed 
to find 
amusing . 

more likely to 
have their face  

in it?

The whole lot!
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RECEIVING IMAGES OR IMAGE REQUESTS FROM STRANGERS
These infringements into an 
individual’s online space could also 
be perpetrated by persons completely 
unknown to the recipient:

“…when I was 15, these boys from 
another school didn’t like me so they 
put my Snapchat on a porn website… 
and I just had hundreds of people 
adding me… the amount of pictures 
I was getting from these people.  It 
was disgusting... they send a picture 
and I open it… it’s just a random 
person’s added me and it’s just a 
picture of their genitals and it’s just 
not great.” 
 (Canq, 22, F)

The girls in school D described 
having received “more of those like 
DM and group things” online during 
lockdown . Individuals will “send like 
links to groups and things” and the 
links contain images of “genitals” . The 
normalisation of connecting with new 
people online (see above) meant that 
typically, “you want to see what they’ve 
said, so you just accept it and then like 
straight after, you just block them .” 

The girls said that it made them feel 
“kind of sick” to see these images . 
They may “show friends” or say they 
are “a nine year-old, you’ll tell the 
police” to “get them scared” and 
“make them apologise”, but ultimately 
“then you block them .” These all 
typically related to being sent images 
by unknown older men . 

Girls also described being asked 
for images directly by people they 
did not know . Magda described it 
as “weird talk” that made her feel 
“uncomfortable .” Skye elaborated that 
they are regularly added on Snapchat 
via the “quick add” function and then 
sent messages saying, like, “Hey, do 
you send?” Skye said that they “block 
them straight away and then it’s done… 
[but] it plays in your head for a bit, like 
the amount of times it has happened .” 
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RESPONDING TO IMAGE REQUESTS FROM PEERS AND 
STRANGERS
Participants described receiving 
abuse if they refused to engage with 
image requests: “You get violated 
with different names if you don’t 
say anything to them” (Magda) . The 
girls below likewise described being 
abused by boys if they refuse, which 
they attributed to what they felt is 
boys desire to regain confidence after 
the refusal:

Ashley (16, F): Asking for pictures and 
if you say no, they’re like, ‘Oh my God, 
what’s wrong with you?’ 
Emma (16, F): So, if you said no, they 
would be like, ‘I didn’t think you were 
that great anyway .’
Amelia (16, F): It’s almost like an 
ego or self-confidence thing for 
them, if you were to say no to doing 
something then they’ll pin that you 
instead of like what they did was 
wrong and then they’ll insult you or 
say something just to give themselves 
more confidence again .
As a result, it seemed that girls were 
learning how to deal with requests 
to share nudes in ways that did not 
antagonise the person making the 
request . For example, some of the 
girls in school D referred to watching 
TikTok videos containing tips of how 
to refuse requests in a light-hearted 
way . They also mentioned “fake 
boyfriend snaps” and described them 
as “lifesavers .” These are “pictures of 
like a boy… and it’s like, yes, I can’t, I’m 
with my boyfriend .” 

While perceived to be effective 
amongst some girls, Emma said that 
she has told boys that she is in a 
relationship but that 
they often do 
not hear this . 
She said that 
“they would 
be like, ‘Oh, 
it doesn’t 
matter’”, 
which, she 
felt, “makes 
you feel quite 
disrespected, 
because a, they think 
you’re the kind of person that would 
be unfaithful just for them and b, 
they’re disregarding your response 
saying that .” Lola (16, F), however, 
added that in her experience if she 
refuses a request outright then: 

“…they’re more likely to criticise you, 
whereas I found if you say you’re in 
a relationship they’re actually more 
likely to back off and be like, ‘Okay.’ 
So as soon as you introduce another 
boy to the situation then they’re more 
likely to be more respectful.” 

it’s an attack  
on dignity



Performative pressures generated through interacting online 89

CREATING FALSE RELATIONSHIP REALITIES
As well as experiencing pressure 
through direct interactions with 
people online through messages 
or calls, many participants also 
described the use of social media 
apps and platforms to post content 
and to engage with content shared by 
others as creating a sense of social 
pressure . Popular platforms included 
Instagram and TikTok and, to some 
extent, Twitter, Facebook, and Tumblr . 

Whilst participants were clearly aware 
that content posted on social media 
was not ‘realistic’ (as this point was 
raised in several groups and interviews), 
participants variously described 
struggling to identify what was real . 
As a result, they sometimes compared 
themselves and their relationships 
to online imagery and this created 
negative feelings of insufficiency . 

There was talk of using social media 
to entice jealously in a partner, 
for example after a break-up, as 
explained by Lily (24, F):

“…it’s funny because I think after 
the breakup, I went travelling for 
six weeks with my friend, which we 
planned to do anyway, kind of but I 
think it got brought forward because 
we’d broken up. It’s funny talking 
about social media in terms of a 
breakup because I think sometimes, 
then after a breakup, your social 
media can be performative, in terms 
of I’d pop a story in, and I’d see if 
he’d seen it. It’s so funny. It seems so 
petty but it’s just a way of feeling like, 
“Although I’m not talking to him, he’s 
in my life.” But then, it’s like are you 
putting up that story for him, so that 
he sees it and he sees what you’re 
doing, and he sees you’re having a 
great time? It’s just like … yes.”

Social media content, be it about 
lifestyles, relationships, or anything 
else may, therefore, engender, or 
even be used to engender, insecurity, 
envy, and/or pressure . Some of the 
girls in school D, furthermore, spoke 
about how girls may monitor who each 
other are speaking to online and may 
initiate conversations with boys who 
their friends are speaking with as a 
“competitive” play on the boy because 
they are envious of the interaction . 
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Such peer dynamics and so-called 
‘comparison culture’ online is not 
new to lockdown . Yet, the sense 
that it is difficult to establish what is 
real seemed to be heightened in the 
lockdown context because participants 
were otherwise not seeing people and 
so all they had to go on was what is 
portrayed online . 

Some young people, for 
example, felt that it was 
difficult to tell what 
was real from people’s 
posts because of the 
absence of seeing 
people in person; all 
they were seeing was 
their posts and they 
found that unsettling . For 
example, these participants:

Apples (13, M): Also, especially with 
TikTok everything is quite curated so that 
when you actually go back into the real 
world everything’s not perfect and it’s 
quite hard to deal with that sometimes .
…
Peppa (13, F): They don’t put the bad 
stuff that happens to them, they only 
put the good stuff, so you don’t really 
see, you think oh my god they’re 
having such a good time but maybe 
some parts of that weren’t as great 
but they’re just trying the good bits .
Alice (13, F): And everyone has 
perfect makeup and perfect bodies, 
and you think: why isn’t that me? 

…

Peppa: You see a lot of people who look 
so pretty and perfect but it’s so hard 
to tell because they’re on social media 
and they could have used Photoshop or 
anything or filters and then you kind of 
look at yourself in the mirror and you’re 
like I don’t look like them .

Alyssa (24, F), described the idealised 
content that she sees on 

Instagram as sometimes 
“overwhelming” and 

stressful, but also did 
not inherently: 

“…think it’s a bad thing 
if people want to post 
their highlight reels. 

There’s nothing wrong 
with wanting to post 

yourself when you’re looking 
your best or when you’re doing 

the most exciting parts of your life…”

Gordon (20, M) said that he uses 
social media to follow people who 
he finds inspiring and motivating but 
struggles to identify what, exactly, is 
real and attainable because he felt 
that people will keep their ‘troubles’ 
more ‘private’: 

“They aren’t going to put themselves 
out there, like they have troubles. 
Just show you the cover. They 
aren’t going to go deep. Since it’s 
something private, they aren’t going 
to put it out there. You just have to 
idealise what you’re seeing and 
trying to make it work.”

They aren’t  
going to go  

deep.
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Alice described finding it harder to 
make these judgments in lockdown 
because of not otherwise being able 
to see people and only having the 
online image to go off: “That’s why 
lockdown was hard because you 
couldn’t tell what was real”

While many participants seemed to 
feel able to identify the ‘fakeness’ 
of content online, they nevertheless 
described being affected by it . 
The issue seemed related to what 
is considered aspirational . It may 
not be seen as realistic, but it was 
nevertheless seen as something to be 
aspired to:

Rick (14, M): It affects you slightly… 
you don’t think it’s real but then you 
still will slightly have thoughts on 
it and think oh, I’m missing out on 
something like that in a way like, it 
kind of affects you .
George (15, F):There’s this little thing 
in the back of your head like oh, why 
is this not happening to me, even 
though you know it’s fake . . .
Depictions of people’s relationships 
online could create feelings of 
aspiration and envy among some 
young people . For example, the girls 
in School D said that:

F: Yes, especially because you spent 
a lot of time on social media and you 
saw all these happy couples and that, 
and you were like -
F: Yes .
F: I want that .

Some described people posting about 
the interactions they were having with 
romantic partners as ‘cringey’: 

Jimmy (14, M): Nothing; they literally 
just took a screenshot of how long 
they’ve been on a call and then post it-
Aye (14, F): With a song yeah and tag 
the person, it’s kind of cringey, I can’t lie . 
I: What’s cringey about it?
Aye: It’s just like no-one cares .   
Yet, there was some sense that this 
created a social pressure that they 
should be engaging in similar ways 
with relationships and/or a romantic 
partner . For example: 

R1: I feel like there’s too much thing is 
quite important because sometimes 
you would just be sat there and you 
feel like a lot of pressure to actually, 
because you would see all these 
people going, ‘I’ve got FaceTime day 
with my girlfriend/boyfriend .’ And I 
would be like, why am I not doing 
that? 
I: Where do you see people saying, 
‘I’m on a FaceTime day .’?
R1:  All over social media, it was like 
everywhere, every day you would see 
someone doing something with their 
partner and you’d be sat there like I’m 
not doing that, should I be?
(School D, mixed)
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Some participants described how 
feelings of uncertainty and inferiority 
were somewhat intensified during the 
lockdown because of the perceived 
greater inability to achieve what is 
being presented because of the 
restrictions in place, as explained by 
Warren (17, M) below:

“…I got quite sad about a lot of times 
when, during lockdown, because I 
couldn’t meet people, you know, I 
couldn’t meet girls and I’d just see it 
on the TV and I’d watch some TV or 
I’d see TikTok and people living an 
idealistic sort of life, you know, and it 
really made me feel like I’m missing 
out here.  You know, I want this, but I 
can’t have it almost.”

Some participants recognised that 
their use of social media was not 
only influencing their perceptions of 
their relationship, but also impacting 
how they were acting within their 
relationships, related again to making 
judgements about the reality of 
content posted on social media . 
Grace, (19, F), for example, said that it 
created insecurities for her because 
she did not know how to interpret 
what she was seeing:

“…so, like seeing things that he’d 
liked on social media as well and 
over analysing that and thinking, 
well, why has he liked that?  Do you 
know what I mean?  So, I feel like as 
time went on, that was my issue, over 
thinking things.”

over  
thinking  
things

made me  
feel like I’m 
missing out
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EXPECTING CONSTANT COMMUNICATION
It seemed that because there was 
little else that someone could be 
doing during lockdown, there was no 
legitimate reason for them not to be 
ready and willing to interact with their 
partner or friends . For example, the 
girls in School D said that “because 
you’re just sitting in your room” and 
“you’ve got nothing else to do” it 
meant that:

“…when you’re not texting them, 
they’re a bit like, why? What can they 
be doing that they don’t want to text 
me? And if you go like, I didn’t have 
time to or, oh, I was busy, they’re 
going, how?” 

Emma (16, F) said that “you can’t 
really say no, ‘cos you don’t have an 
excuse, you’re not doing anything 
else .” Emma related this emphasis on 
constant connection also to the norms 
of particular platforms . For example, 
regarding Snapchat, she said that: 

“…it’s not the sort of thing where you 
text someone once a week, it’s every 
day, it’s sort of like unspoken rules… 
if you’re having a full-on conversation 
with someone, you can’t really just 
go back to them for a week because 
that’s rude.”

Some participants, likewise, described 
feeling suspicious or disconcerted 
when others did not respond to 
them . Grace (19, F) said that if she 
saw that her partner was “online on 
WhatsApp, but he hadn’t replied to 
my message and I’m like, who else 
are you talking to…? Why can’t you 
reply to me?” Some participants 
described how the expectations and 
obligations around online interactions 
created problems in relationships . 
William (17, M), described having “lots 
more arguments” with his boyfriend 
because their increased: 

“[reliance] on talking to each other 
online… meant… we didn’t really kind 
of get the break you normally get 
because you go home from school 
and you have like the evening away 
from everybody… that was different 
in lockdown because you, kind of, 
always had to be messaging.” 

Others described a feeling of 
“obligation” based on the idea that 
they should miss and want to replicate 
intimacy and connectedness with 
their partner . For example, Francesca 
(23, F) who described her and her 
partner’s extensive video calls as “…
because we missed each other so 
much it was like a given… it felt wrong 
to miss it [the calls], it became almost 
like an obligation .” 
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Lucy (20, F) narrated a sense of 
obligation regarding falling asleep 
while connected to her partner on a 
call . She said that her partner wanted 
to “fall asleep together on video call, 
but I didn’t like that… I felt obliged 
to do it because we’re… not seeing 
each other… So, I’d wait for him to fall 
asleep and then I’d hang up . . .” 

Some participants articulated this 
feeling of obligation in terms of the 
‘boredom’ that they and others were 
experiencing . These participants in 
school D described feeling compelled 
to respond quickly to messages 
because they were aware that the 
person could potentially be bored:

R4: When they message me, I  
always wanted to message back  
as fast as possible .   
I: And do you think that’s different 
when you’re in lockdown compared to 
when we’re not in lockdown?
R4: Yeah, because one, you had more 
things to do and they’re obviously 
bored so I’m going to talk to them, 
give them something to do .
… 

R5: I felt like also you had to text them 
because you’re all sat there bored .

On the one hand, interacting via 
technology was easy and convenient, 
for example compared to in-person 
where “it was like, look for a location, 
a good place… a time… technology, 
you can just any time, any moment, 
you can just call” (Kim, 19, M) . The 
quantity of interactions increased for 
some participants due to the idea of 
having time available and nothing 
else to do . Reddy (21, M), for example, 
said “…we were pretty much free all 
the time, so all the more reason to 
[virtually] socialise .” 

you, kind of, 
always had to be 

messaging
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The expectation of being available 
and willing to interact was, however, 
experienced by many participants 
as a pressure . Lola (16, F) described 
it as “intense sometimes if you’re 
expected to constantly be talking .” 
She said that sometimes it “fizzles out 
for a few weeks and then it gets more 
intense again” seemingly as people 
experienced rises and falls in their 
motivation to engage in interactions . 

Several participants described online 
interactions as increasingly “draining”, 
“boring”, and “tiresome .” It was not 
just the interactions themselves that 
were draining but also, for some, the 
impacts of lockdown more generally 
on their mental state . Alyssa (24, F), for 
example, described herself as feeling 
“tired… burnt out… exhausted” and, 
therefore, as unable to interact with 
her partner as much as he wanted . 

Some of the young people referred 
to conversations running “dry”, which 
meant that people ran out of things 
to say and their responses and 
contributions to the interactions were 
short and uninspired . One participant 
explained that people are “dry” if 
“when you say something, they’re like, 
‘okay’ . He’s dry” (Rihanna, 14, F) . 

Others narrated a similar feeling of 
‘awkwardness’ because of silence, 
particularly apparent when on video 
or voice calls, whereby it felt difficult 
to terminate the call but also difficult 
to think of something new to say . 
There were feelings of “regret” 
for, seemingly, mishandling such 
situations, for example a participant 
in school D said that they “would just 
blurt out random things because I 
didn’t know what to say and I felt like I 
had to say something in that moment 
or else we would just be silent .”

 

fizzles out  
for a few  
weeks

I didn’t know 
what to say
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REFLECTIONS ON RELATIONSHIPS

There were extensive discussions about what participants wanted and hoped 
for from relationships through reflection about their experiences during and 
since lockdown . 

IDENTIFYING UNHEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS
Lockdown provided opportunity 
to reflect on which behaviours 
could signal a potentially unhealthy 
relationship . There were stories of 
having not identified or perhaps 
having tolerated unhealthy 
relationships in the past . Millie (22, F), 
for example, said that her boyfriend 
became increasingly downbeat 
during lockdown in ways that she 
found draining and unpleasant . Yet, 
she described having struggled at 
the time because she “didn’t really 
comprehend the situation… I couldn’t 
comprehend my feelings as well, 
because this was my first time in a 
long-term relationship, so I didn’t 
know how I was meant to feel and 
what I was meant to do .” Her sense 
that something was wrong was more 
framed in terms of social meanings 
regarding what is ‘normal’ for young 
adults in terms of their relationships:

“I kind of felt like me having to sort 
of push and babysit a grown man 
and I am not ready for that yet, I 
am just a 22 year-old girl, I am not 
ready to become like almost a wife 
to someone. And I did feel at some 
point that I was dating an old man 
because he’d turned into a grumpy 
old man in my eyes.”

Anna (22 F), likewise, reflected on 
her lack of awareness during her 
relationship, saying that:

“…at the end of the relationship 
when I had enough time to reflect 
on it, I realised that there were some 
moments when he was manipulative. 
There were some moments when he 
said things he knew that I wanted to 
hear but he didn’t really mean that 
things and there were many things 
that he promised and I really believe 
when someone promises something 
to me.”

She believed that the “toxic 
relationship” was, partly, “because 
of me… I loved him so much . Maybe 
he was like my first love ever and I 
was very much in love with him .” The 
perceived desire for a relationship, in 
general or with a particular person, 
was, therefore, deemed to create 
a risk of accepting behaviours 
or dynamics even when they are 
explicitly recognised as unhealthy . 
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Hindsight 
may also 
relate to 
the ways 

in which 
life changes 

that take 
place after the 

relationship ends are deemed more 
positive than what happened in the 
relationship . Millie, for example, said 
that she realised that her relationship 
had been problematic because, after 
breaking up, she:

“…felt like I was building better 
connections with my friends and 
with family and I was generally just 
enjoying myself more, having more 
fun, having better experiences. So, I 
did realise that my relationship issues 
with my ex were sort of stopping me 
from connecting with other people in 
my life.” 

Gary (18, M), likewise, described his 
previously relationship as “like a 
trauma” and compared it to how he 
now feels “…very free and definitely 
happy with my girlfriend now… my 
current girlfriend is always giving me 
time, that attention I need, the love, 
and care unlike the previous one… I 
was doing all the calls and attention .” 
Reflecting the notion of personal 
growth, Gary said that in his current 
relationship he is mindful that does 
not “let go of 
my heart . I’m 
very careful 
about this… 
of learning 
from 
the last 
mistakes .” 

having more 
fun, having better 

experiences

moments 
when he was 
manipulative
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ENDING RELATIONSHIPS
Gary’s experience also highlights the 
role of lockdown in giving meaning 
to the decision to end relationships . 
Like Millie, Gary realised after 
breaking up with his partner that the 
relationship was not healthy for him . 
Both, however, framed lockdown 
as the proximal trigger for the end 
of relationship . For Millie, it was the 
change in her partner’s demeanour . 
For Gary, it was the contrast with how 
prior to lockdown when if there was a 
problem he would “go to her house… 
we would sit down and discuss and 
maybe settle the issue… but when 
the lockdown period came… can’t go 
anywhere, so that was how it became 
obvious”, underscoring the strain that 
emerged (or was exacerbated) for 
some participants when unable to see 
people in person . 

Lily (24, F) also felt that the pandemic 
showed her that she made more effort 
in the relationship than her partner 
and she realised “that’s not fair and 
that’s not right” and the “pandemic 
prolonged our relationship [because 
they stayed together in absence of 
anything else feeling possible] but 
also, inevitably, made it end .”

For SW 
Winter (16, 
non-binary), 
lockdown 
involved the 
termination of 
his relationship, 
which he found difficult 
at the time, but now in hindsight 
defines it as an abusive relationship . 

“…the first five months we were 
dating, and things were going mostly 
- well, I was being psychologically 
manipulated but I didn’t know until 
later. I was feeling really shitty, 
and I should have put two and 
two together and obviously like 
most people think, oh, just end the 
relationship, well no it’s not that 
easy… Lockdown came along and 
kind of naturally did that for me… 
when lockdown started, we met up 
not at all… I sort of thought it was the 
end of the world.”

It seemed that lockdown may 
have made it feel easier to end 
relationships for some participants, 
notwithstanding the point above 
about staying in relationships during 
lockdown because of wanting to keep 
something going in their life .

I should have 
put two and two 

together
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RELATIONSHIPS AS EMOTIONAL VALIDATION/SUPPORT
Some participants felt that individuals 
were starting relationships during 
lockdown in response to boredom 
and as a way of coping with negative 
emotions . The girls in School D for 
example recounted a friend who had 
several relationships in lockdown:

F: …and just like, as one was finishing, 
another one was starting, like, she 
would talk to them both when she 
was still with them, like, it was just 
very confusing and once I looked 
down and she was like meeting a new 
boy every week -
…
F: Yes, because like it’s, you haven’t 
spoken to anyone in so long, you just 
wanted someone to be there all the 
time .
F: Yes .
F: You were stuck in your house for 
God knows how many months… 
unable to talk to people…
F: Yes .
F: Yes .
F: I felt that as well, like you needed to 
sort of be in a relationship just to feel 
validated and like feel like you were 
wanted by someone .

Others spoke about their relationships 
being a source of support . Lucy (20, 
F) described her experience of living 
with her boyfriend as necessary for 
her mental wellbeing . She spent time 
living with her boyfriend because she 
had problems with her housemates 
and her family during lockdown . 
She described being bullied by 
her housemates and her boyfriend 
supported her . She said she was very 
demanding of his support because of 
the extent of her struggles with her 
mental health . Her account points to 
the ways in which mental health and 
wellbeing can affect relationships and 
the dynamics in the relationship:

“He was very patient with me… I was 
way more sensitive, just way more 
angry all the time, and I don’t know 
what I would have done if I didn’t have 
him there because he was my rock 
at that time… it was tense because I 
was in such a bad mood all the time. 
He was just so incredibly patient 
with me; honestly, there was periods 
where I was just really nasty, I was 
just – because I couldn’t get my anger 
out with anyone else… I realised I 
was hurting him a lot… I didn’t bother 
thinking about how he was doing, 
which sounds really bad actually now 
that I’m saying that out loud.”
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Pik’s (21, M) description of his 
living situation with his girlfriend 
demonstrates the ways in which 
young people may seek emotional 
support via their relationship but also 
experience ambivalence about their 
closeness with another individual:

“…I was afraid about the pandemic 
and the risks, so I needed somebody 

to like be close to me 
at that point… I 

really needed 
her at that 
period of 
time, it really 
helped me 
a lot… [but] 

I felt it was 
like too much 

for me, like all 
the time having 

somebody by my side…”

Emotional reciprocity mattered to 
some participants . For example, 
Ellie (22, F) seemed to struggle with 
her boyfriend’s perceived lack of 
emotional expressiveness, a matter 
that became more pertinent to Ellie 
during lockdown because she was 
worried that his feelings about her 
were not reciprocated:

“I was definitely a lot more emotional 
than he was about it… I reckon I 
missed him more just because he’s 
not as emotional as me (laughs)... 
towards the end it became less of me 
being upset because I missed him 
and more upset because I felt like we 
weren’t on the same page in terms 
of missing each other and it made 
me feel like a bit of a liability, always 
being upset and he’s not…” 

Ellie also seemed to feel that her 
partner should have been able 
to understand and respond to 
her feelings better and this being 
symbolic of a good relationship:

“I guess I was getting annoyed that he 
didn’t know how to react to me, like, 
I’m his girlfriend, we’ve been together, 
what, like at that time, over a year, a 
year and a half, two years and he just 
didn’t know what to say to me when I 
was upset, it’s a weird one...”  

Other participants also variously 
described either being more or 
less emotional and, in turn, either 
expecting reciprocity from their 
partner or feeling obligated toward 
supporting their partner . Anna (22 F), 
for example, said that she “felt hurt 
from his [her boyfriend’s] reaction” to 
her sadness about not being able to 
see him . Like Ellie, Anna “wanted him 
to suffer more about not seeing me 
for that long period of time… it was 
really hard for me, and it didn’t seem 
hard for him .” 

It may be disconcerting to engage in 
the kind of emotional openness that 
participants deemed functionally and 
symbolically important to relationships 
and to feel that it is not reciprocated . 
Yet, Francesca (23, F), conversely, 
described sometimes having to 
support her partner “like, keep my 
partner calm on the phone… you 
would have to have loads of patience”, 
suggesting that individuals may 
adjust in response to their partner’s 
emotionality, rather than reciprocate . 

he didn’t  
know how to 
react to me
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Some participants stayed in 
relationships to cope with their 
emotions that they later realised were 
not good for them once lockdown 
ended . Lexi (22, F), for example, 
felt that she had been ignoring the 
problems in her relationship during 
lockdown because she wanted to 
avoid feeling lonely: 

“I think a lot of the connection that I 
felt [with her boyfriend] was just me 
feeling lonely and isolated because 
of lockdown and certain attachments 
that I did have I was kind of, not 
making them up per se, but any like, 
I guess, red flag that I could have 
seen that this wasn’t going to work 
out I chose to ignore and then when 
around May-time restrictions started 
to ease and I saw my friends a little 
bit more, it kind of started to become 
clearer where I was like okay, this isn’t 
really going to work out … I think at 
one point I did know that it was not 
going anywhere but I chose to ignore 
it almost because it was like this is the 
only other social interaction that I’m 
getting, and I didn’t want to lose that.”

This realisation that the relationship 
was not right for her was also 
seemingly aided by how she was 
able to start spending time with 
other people after lockdown, 
suggesting that wider social networks 
are relevant to giving meaning to 
relationships and identifying healthy 
and unhealthy patterns .

okay, this isn’t 
really going to 

work out
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SOCIAL ISOLATION AND ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS 
Some participants seemed to be 
particularly vulnerable to abusive 
relationships during lockdown 
because of the disconnection from 
wider contexts and the desire to 
connect with someone . For Charlie (17, 
non-binary), the difficulties in finding 
people in lockdown meant that he:

“…became almost desperate, I mean 
I know how horrible that sounds, but 
I was more willing to go for people I 
wouldn’t have gone for, and I ended 
up in a relationship with somebody 
who I didn’t really want to be with 
and there were lots of issues, lots of 
red flags; this person had admitted 
to cheating on someone else 
before and stuff like that. But in that 
situation, I was like just go with it and 
lots of bad things happened that I 
wouldn’t have expected.”

Another participant in this group 
(the LGBTQ youth club) responded 
that “it’s like the ‘something is better 
than nothing’ kind of thing” (Sarah, 
18, non-binary) . While most young 
people were living with family, some 
participants in the LGBTQ+ youth 
club were living away from home, 
often in ‘toxic’ intimate relationships . 
For example, Kenneth (16, gender 
queer) explained:

“…because we were still fairly new 
in the relationship it took a while 
for all the toxicity to start coming 
out, meaning it started after she 
had moved in with me… it became 
incredibly toxic, very manipulative 
and controlling. The issue was she 
was living at my house, and we 
were in lockdown so I couldn’t get 
away and due to her issues had I 
tried to break up with her she would 
have got in her car and probably 
killed herself, I mean this is a girl 
that almost killed me twice with her 
car because I tried to unlock her 
phone… so, I had no way of getting 
this person out of my house and I had 
no way of getting myself safe from it 
either… And it caused massive issues 
just not having that place to be able 
to escape or having any support to 
be able to put something in place to 
get her out.” 

The vulnerabilities that they felt were 
explicitly related to the lockdown and 
their circumstances during lockdown . 
Some of them had problems at 
home with their families which meant 
that they were living with partners 
during lockdown . Two, in particular, 
described having felt trapped in 
abusive relationships and that it was 
impossible to escape . The isolation, 
lack of support, and perceived 
limited opportunities to leave during 
lockdown meant that they stayed in 
these relationships at the time . 
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Their accounts underscore the 
importance of feeling able to connect 
with others in order to build an 
awareness of and capacity to leave 
unhealthy and abusive relationships . 
Sam (16, gender fluid), for example, 
explained how:

“So, before lockdown I was in quite 
an imprisoned relationship, so I didn’t 
have many people anyway. In terms 
of trying to escape that and trying 
to reconnect with people to help 
me out in that situation was almost 
impossible… you just want to sit down 
and speak to someone face-to-face… 
you felt you had to sort of just break 
out of those rules and go and do 
things you shouldn’t have been doing 
just so that you can get out for a bit 
and escape, because you became 
trapped in a house with someone 
you didn’t want to be with and there 
was no way out and they were there 
all the time… [to] escape what you’re 
dealing with or escape who you’re 
having to deal with becomes virtually 
impossible because you’re there, 
you’re not allowed out, you have to 
stay in the house, so you’re trapped 
with them all the time, you’ve got 
nowhere to go.”

Similar perspectives about the 
importance of wider peer/relational 
networks were shared by some young 
adults . Millie (22, F), for example, said 
that when her ex-partner was harassing 
her after they broke up, her friends:

“…told me to report him because I 
was trying to be understanding and 
loving… He was in a bad situation 
but at some point, my friends told 
me… that’s too much, you didn’t 
cheat on him, you didn’t do anything 
evil towards him… he shouldn’t be 
insulting you that much, you need to 
report him…”

Lily (24, F) also felt that being able 
to live with friends after lockdown 
restrictions eased helped her to 
identify that her partner was treating 
her badly:

“…because I feel like I don’t really 
trust my own perspective on stuff, 
quite a lot of the time or my own 
feelings towards a situation, I’m 
always like, ‘Oh, no. I’m overreacting. 
It’s too much. I’m being dramatic. 
What he’s doing, that’s not that 
unreasonable.’ Whereas having 
friends to be like, ‘No. That is actually, 
kind of, unreasonable.’ I think that 
made me bring up issues more and 
he didn’t like that. That’s when the 
downhill started, I guess. Yes. With 
friends, it was talking to friends was 
good, in a way, for me. But I guess 
not for the relationship.”

it became 
incredibly  

toxic
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PREPAREDNESS FOR RELATIONSHIPS 
Some participants attributed the 
problems they had experienced in 
their lockdown relationships to a 
lack of prior experience, knowledge 
or understanding of relationships . 
Learning how to identify and initiate 
healthy relationships could be 
supported through means such as 
direct experience, interaction with peers 
or family members, and more formal 
education in school via Relationships 
and Sex Education (RSE) lessons . 

Direct and vicarious experiential 
and self-directed learning (including 
online) also seemed important to 
many participants . Jasmine (21, F), 
for example, attributed difficulties in 
communication within her lockdown 
relationship to her wider inexperience 
in relationships because, she felt, she 
“just didn’t have as much knowledge 
about how to go about messaging 
people”, suggesting that effective 
online communication is a skill 
developed through experience . 

Whippersnapper (15, F) felt that parents 
were highly influential as role models 
(for better or worse) for relationships, 
and that this influence was, perhaps, 
heightened in lockdown:

“So, because you were spending a 
lot of time with your family the only 
relationship you’d really see was, 
well, if your parents are in a healthy 
relationship, that’s what you’d see 
but if they were in an unhealthy 
relationship and that’s for two years 
that’s the only experience you’ve 
ever, relationship you’ve ever seen.  
So, I don’t know if that would be 
idealistic or the opposite or, you 
know, so maybe parents have quite  
a big impact on that.”

I don’t know 
if that would be 
idealistic or the 

opposite
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Other young people also spoke about 
how the role of parents was perhaps 
intensified during lockdown, because 
of the time spent with them, as 
discussed by these participants:

William (17, M): …family relationships 
during lockdown… I think they 
changed a lot because you were 
spending so much time with them, 
I think, in a way I got to know them 
more, which was really weird because 
I assumed that I knew my family really 
well but spending like all the time 
that I had with them kind of changed 
relationships . Like, my parents split up 
during the first lockdown 
… 
Joe (17, F): Okay, how we deal with 
relationships, intimate relationships 
with us, I think it’s probably mainly 
based on what our parents are like 
and how our siblings are and how we 
see other couples our age behaving 
and what they do and we kind of take 
it all and make our own little idea of it .
… 

William: I feel like my parents 
relationship influenced how I thought 
about relationships and like going into 
it, I kind of based what I thought was 
a healthy relationship on what their 
relationship was even though it wasn’t 
necessarily healthy but because I’d 
grown up with it, I assumed that, you 
know, that’s exactly what I should be 
looking for and I don’t think that that 
was necessarily a good thing .

I assumed that 
I knew my family 

really well
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RELATIONSHIPS AND SEX EDUCATION IN SCHOOLS
There were different sentiments 
expressed regarding how learning 
about sex and relationships via 
RSE had prepared participants for 
relationships . Some young adults 
said that they did not recall receiving 
formal RSE at school, while others 
were critical of RSE content . Those 
criticising RSE said that it was too 
biological (EJ, 18, F), too based on fear 
and shame (Evelyn, 22, F) and risk 
or danger (Carolina, 23, F), “boring” 
and “impractical” (Mikey, 20, M), too 
little and too late (Cecilia, 20, F) and 
not focussed enough on LGBTQ 
perspectives (Carolina, 23, F), 

“I thought the sex education that I 
received at school was tragic… we, 
kind of, learnt about, like, the actual 
biological, you know, what is sex, 
like this is this genital, this is that 
genital, this goes here, like we learnt 
that side of it. And then came… the 
relationship side of it a bit later on, 
but it was just so rushed through… 
There was no, kind of, focus on 
pleasure on like LGBT sex, like any of 
that, it was all just very much here’s a 
condom, this is how you put it on and, 
you know, we talked a little bit about 
consent, but it wasn’t anywhere as 
good as it should be.” (Carolina)

“Well, the school were rubbish.  
They were just more, sort of, like, 
scaremongering.  They chose all 
of these graphic images of people 
with STDs and STIs, and we had one 
workshop on contraception, and it 
was just really boring and it wasn’t 
that interesting, or they’d get really 
religious people to come in and 
shame people.” (Evelyn)

Whilst some young people described 
RSE at school as helpful, many were 
generally critical of their experiences 
of it . For example, that it is not 
engaging and does not address the 
issues they see around them, it is 
cringey but also amusing, too oriented 
to risk and biology, not enough on 
healthy relationships, too fact based 
and biological and not nuanced 
enough, and too awkward, formal, 
technical, and embarrassing . 

“I think that when they talked about it 
in sex education, they didn’t really put 
emphasis on the right kind of points.  
It was kind of purely biological and 
there were a lot of things that I think 
they kind of just moved over because 
I think a lot of the time the things 
that I learnt weren’t from actual 
being taught that it was just my own 
experiences and how I kind of found 
out what happened.” (William, 17, M)
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Bob (14, M): It was educational, yeah . 
I don’t know why you’re laughing, I’m 
being serious . 
I: But you’re not finding it-
Jall (15, M): It’s just everyone’s there 
and obviously it’s not something 
that … like it’s sexual, people are 
going to find it funny, so it wasn’t 
helpful because everyone’s just there 
cringing out at it, so it’s like why am I 
doing this then?

Like some of the young adults, several 
groups of young people spoke about 
how RSE was not teaching them 
enough about relationships and 
that they had learned more through 
observing friends and family and 
looking online . There was a strong 
desire to learn from experience over 
time, with a sense that young people 
cannot just be told what is and is not 
healthy and instead need to be able 
to reflect on their own experiences, 
which were perceived to have been 
limited due to lockdown . 

While experiential and self-directed 
learning was considered important, at 
the same time, some of the younger 
participants felt that the disconnect 
between RSE and the realities of their 
relationships meant that people were 
unprepared for relationships:

“[in RSE they are told] …You might 
have a boyfriend or girlfriend,’ but 
generally it’s friends and family and 
what happens in those relationships 
[that are more relevant to them].  
And then I feel like people take what 
they’ve learned about friends and 
family into their relationship, and they 
don’t know what’s going to hit them.” 
(Jenna, 13, F)

Hailey (13, F) added that because 
they “have to figure that out for 
ourselves… it’s like a really big thing 
and a huge deal .” Some participants 
were, however, ambivalent about this 
point . Thomas (14, M), for example, 
said that “it’s good to learn about [sex 
and relationships] but I think we have 
to go through it ourselves to know .” 
Others felt similarly . It seemed that 
the perceived role for RSE related 
to supporting the development of 
experiential knowledge:

“I feel like sex education is 
really useful, but I think that the 
relationships side of the education 
is, it’s good in some ways and also, 
I think the people need to figure 
out relationships themselves rather 
than just being a good list and a bad 
list, you know.  Let’s just figure it out 
themselves and what they want to do 
and what the other person wants to 
do as well.”
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LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

There were differing attitudes amongst participants towards coming out 
of lockdown . In intimate relationships, there were stories about feelings of 
anxiety and insecurity coming out of lockdown and reflections on the need for 
time apart and independence, as well as positive hopes for the future and a 
reaffirmation of commitment . In this regard, perspectives on what the future 
holds were personal and related to how participants felt about themselves and 
their relationships, both at the current time and for the future . 

RELUCTANCE TO SOCIALISE
In general, there was a perception 
among some participants that people 
are now less social and almost 
fear, or are otherwise not inclined 
toward, social interaction . Lisa (22, 
F), for example, said that she feels 
“like everybody’s a little bit less 
social… your social battery just runs 
out quicker .” Grace (19, F), felt that 
“lockdown made me antisocial… I 
was anxious to leave the house and… 
didn’t want to speak to people… 
I cannot be dealing with [social 
interaction] anymore…” 

For Grace, the complications 
entailed in virtual communication 
whereby meaning “would… get 
lost in translation” exacerbated her 
anxiety about recommencing in-
person interaction and, she believed, 
“made people antisocial .” For some 
of the younger people, there was a 
perception of having ‘missed’ out 
on normative interaction and thus 
there being an absence of learning 
about how to interact . Thomas (14, 
M) described it as having “delayed 
your social life… [without lockdown] 
everyone would have much stronger 
bonds with people .” 

Emmerson (13, M), meanwhile, related 
this issue to dating and relationships:

“…before lockdown it was a bit easier 
to communicate with people but then 
after the people were a bit like, ‘Well 
then how do I communicate because 
it’s been two years since I’ve gone 
out and dated someone or spoken 
to someone properly, had a good old 
chat with them?’ They’re like, ‘How do 
I do this?’ And we as growing through 
it haven’t had that time to interact 
with other people and learn these 
experiences on how to talk to people 
without making a fool of yourself.”

Rick (14, M) expressed similar 
sentiments:

“I felt like I didn’t really learn how to 
interact with people at the start.  Like, 
people I don’t know, I was like I don’t 
know how to speak to them and 
feel comfortable.  Before, I was like 
actually, I’d literally talk to everyone 
and anyone, but I actually had to kind 
of re-learn the skill of just speaking to 
people, just normally, like anyone.  I 
just found it like, like what am I doing, 
so I had to try and re-learn that.”
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MAKING UP FOR LOST TIME
Other participants described a 
perception of people being more 
social and wanting to make up for 
lost time . The participants below from 
school D emphasised their motivation 
to want to see people in person and 
lessen their use of technology for 
interaction with people:

R2 (male): After lockdown when it 
finished, I was really wanting to see 
people in person, I was not wanting 
to talk to people online anymore, I 
was really focusing on I want to see 
people now and try and go and out 
and see people .
…
R4: After lockdown I felt I talked 
to people less online because I 
saw them in real life because after 
lockdown, we started going out more 
and seeing people more and more, 
especially with friends and partners 
as well, I tried my hardest to be with 
them and stop messaging as much .
…
R5: I think it was more important to 
other people because you kind of get 
sick of speaking to the same people 
every day because you can’t really 
speak with anyone else .  

While there was some sense that 
technological communication 
was continuing, there was also an 
appreciation among others for  
being able to see people in person . 
For example:

Emma (16, F): I think because of 
lockdown it’s become much more 
technology-driven; people are 
communicating more online than they 
are in person .   
I: And that’s sticking the case even 
now as you can see each other face-
to-face?
Emma: I would say a bit less since 
lockdown but more than it was before . 
I:  What do others of you think  
about that?
Ammy (17, F): Where I could 
counteract on that now we’re coming 
out of lockdown now that we can 
actually be face-to-face to people, 
we want to like utilise knowing that 
we’ve just been in a place where we 
couldn’t actually meet up so people 
have been using technology .
Emma:  You appreciate your  
time together . 
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Some felt that the desire to catch up 
with the “life that we missed” meant 
that “it was all really accelerated and 
there was a lot of drama really quickly 
and everything was very fast” (Hailey, 
13, F) . While Hailey thinks that “it’s 
starting to slow down”, there was 
an initial sense of “everything just 
becoming a lot more hyped up .” 

There was some discussion about 
‘change’ and a framing of the unease 
around perceptions of change; young 
people felt that they and each other 
had grown and developed significantly 
over the lockdown period and it 
now felt disconcerting to be back 
together in a shared physical space 
when people seem so abruptly and 
dramatically differently . These changes 
seemed related to pubertal/growth 
changes, and the impact of lockdown . 
For example, Apples (13, M) felt that 
the changes were sometimes about 
“personality… just being locked inside 
for a while… it kind of impacted them .” 

These participants discussed how the 
changes seemed sudden and dramatic:

Sammy (15, M): …it was quite different 
seeing everyone .  Obviously, some 
people hadn’t changed whatsoever, 
others had complete, become 
completely different people .
… 
Rick (14, M): I don’t think I did because 
obviously you see yourself every 
day and you’re like, I mean, you can’t 
tell when you’re growing, can you… 
So, when we were in lockdown and 
when we came out of lockdown, you’d 
hear someone’s, a male’s voice has 
dropped and it’s like what the hell has 
happened to you, you know .
Sammy: Grown up immediately .

it was quite 
different seeing 

everyone
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THE PERCEIVED ‘ IMPACTS’ OF LOCKDOWN
There was also variation in how young 
people and young adults described 
the overall impact of lockdown on 
themselves as individuals and their 
relationships . Some of the young 
adults downplayed any significant 
adverse personal effects of lockdown, 
for example saying that “overall, 
everything has just been back to 
normal” (EJ, 18, F) . They said that 
while they may not have liked it at the 
time, they considered it a ‘blip’ that 
they have come through unscathed .

“I think now everything is back 
to normal, and, yes, just doing 
everything normally now, so I guess 
it’s just a phase in life for a couple of 
years.” (Reddy, 21, M)

Others, however, described it as 
a “traumatising” time (Miss Lovely, 
20, F) . Jimmy located his personal 
“trauma” in the breakdown of his 
relationship during lockdown . Since 
this event he has “abstained from 
relationships because of the phobia 
of something like covid happening 
again… I don’t want to put myself in 
that position . I feel vulnerable… I don’t 
want to go through that again .” 

Evelyn (22, F), meanwhile, perceived 
a level of post-lockdown anxiety 
regarding how: 

“…people do still feel very awkward 
and isolated being around others 
because they had all the warnings 
[about risk of spreading covid] … [but] 
there was never a reintegration back 
into society… I feel like we’ve just… 
been left and people just assumed it 
would be how it was before…”

Evelyn perceived a particular impact 
for her age group because: 

“…our whole formative interaction 
years just weren’t there… we’ve 
been through back into the deep 
end… but we don’t have any of 
the prior experience… social skills 
and just life experience… love life 
experience, for the most part, most of 
us didn’t get unless you already knew 
people… there’s only so much that us 
individual could do… it’s natural for 
everyone to be awkward… There’s 
no way that we can just go back to 
before. It’s just not going to happen.”

Some of the young people in the 
LGBTQ+ youth club referred to the 
trauma, or, for Sarah (18, non-binary), 
the “severe trauma”, of lockdown and 
the struggles that they and others are 
experiencing to socially re-engage . 
There was discussion in other groups 
about needing to learn how to be with 
other people again . 
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The particularly acute detrimental 
impacts of lockdown were evident 
in the interview with Mae (20, F) . For 
Mae, her current crisis regarding 
how she feels about her sexuality 
was attributable to not being able to 
get distance from her family during 
lockdown: “I feel there’s been such a 
fear built that’s just kept blossoming, 
growing since that first lockdown and 
it’s just not getting any better .” 

For some of the young adults, there 
was an overarching narrative of having 
come out stronger and wiser from 
the lockdown period . Mary (19, F), 
for example, described the time as 
having “really helped, because I know 
in life you cannot plan everything… 
just prepare your mind that anything 
can happen . That really taught me a 
lot .” Gordon (20, M), likewise, felt that 
lockdown was an “opportunity [for 
people] to actually see how the world 
really is and try to discover themselves .”

Some young people also felt that the 
lockdown was, for better or worse, 
a period that has shaped them and 
other young people . For example, 
Warren said that:

“…I think for me personally, I know a 
lot of people had a bad transition, 
but I think that transition really made 
me who I am now.  You know, it gave 
me a lot of time to think and work on 
myself really.”

Kirk (20, m), from the LGBTQ+ youth 
club, expressed similar sentiments 
regarding the ambivalence about the 
stress of the situation and the way 
in which it has acted as a moment in 
time to shape how they have changed 
as a person:

“It’s been stressful to say the least in 
an already stressful time and I didn’t 
know many people; I actually think 
I know more people now than I did 
before and I’m not sure why that is, 
if it’s like lockdown happening and 
me thinking that’s the problem: I’m 
lonely, or just changing as a person.  
It’s been a bad time, but I don’t think 
I would do anything else because 
no other generation has, no person 
like me or age group has really gone 
through this and had to change in 
this environment and so it’s a unique 
experience and I take that for what 
it is.”

For better or worse, therefore, 
participants felt that lockdown had 
affected both themselves and others 
on personal and interpersonal levels .

it gave me  
a lot of time  

to think
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HOPES AND WANTS FOR RELATIONSHIPS
Regarding their relationships, there 
was a variety of hopes for the future . 
Some participants were mindful of 
personal goals and believed that a 
relationship may not be right 
for them at the current time . 
Some, for example, had a 
desire for freedom and 
self-exploration . This 
included some of  
those who were  
in relationships . 

For example, Pepe (23, 
F) wanted space to move 
around . She felt that having 
some “space” may actually aid 
their relationship because she would 
like “to miss him… I just want to get 
to miss him… give myself a break… 
Staying away from each other for 
a long time, coming back is kind of 
refreshing…” For such participants, 
they were somewhat at a crossroads 
regarding their relationships and their 
future, which may have occurred 
regardless of lockdown but could, 
for these young adults have been 
shaped by their lockdown experience .

“…right now, I think I have my life to 
actually work on… I really want to 
establish myself.  I just want to be 
on my own for now to get to work 

myself out.  But I can still visit 
him.  That’s not a problem…  

I’m still young and I don’t 
have to revolve my 
life around just one 
particular person.  I just 
want to give myself 
time to explore and 

just get to meet new 
people…  We are just 

trying to see where this 
relationship will take us to.  We 

don’t know if we’re actually going to 
end up together…  We’re just trying 
our best to live in the moment for 
now.” (Pepe)

Alyssa (24, F) expressed similar 
sentiments:

“…for me, I was just like, I want to be 
free and do what I want to do, I don’t 
want a timeline.  So, I think we’re 
[her and her boyfriend] just kind of 
focusing on our individuality and 
doing whatever makes us happy.  
Yes, that’s where we’re at right now.” 

I want to 
be free and do 
what I want  

to do
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For some, the lockdown experience 
had helped them identify their 
need for and establish a sense of 
independence:

“…when I was in with him in the 
pandemic… I kind of slowly realised 
that, because I wanted to do things 
with him but then I was like, ‘I’m 
not fully happy just always doing 
things with you’… So, that’s why I did 
my stuff, that’s kind of where that 
stemmed from.” (Amber Valentine, 
21, F)

“I think it has changed our 
relationship, not necessarily in a 
bad way but it is different… before 
lockdown, we were seeing each 
other every single day and we 
stayed with each other every 
single night… I sort of feel like 
maybe the relationship I had 
before was slightly like odd in the 
sense of maybe it was a bit too 
co-dependent… I was dependent 
on him for like my happiness and 
how I felt about myself and what 
I was doing. So, now… I feel much 
more independent… I don’t see him 
as much and I don’t stay with him 
as much.  We’re much more like we 
both have our own lives now that 
our relationship fits into rather than 
our lives fitting into our relationship.” 
(Grace, 19, F)

For others, they were single and 
not actively pursuing a relationship 
because they valued their freedom 
and independence . For example, 
Alison (19, F) was open to but not fixed 
on the idea of being in a relationship:

“I don’t want to say, like, I don’t want 
another relationship, but I don’t want 
to say that I want another relationship, 
I just want to, like, meet with new 
people and decide if I’m going to, like, 
be in a relationship or not.” 

While Lily (24, F) was similarly open to 
a relationship, she had other priorities . 
She felt that while she “might go on 
a date with a guy next week”, it was 
more a matter of “spend[ing] time 
with myself and with my friends and 
nurturing other connections…” for the 
time being . 

For some, it was about pursuing 
casual relationships or waiting until 
they were older before embarking on 
more ‘serious’ relationships:

“So, I feel a bit tired from that. I can be 
very caring and loving and serious, 
but I feel like I am a bit too young still 
to jump into that, I kind of just want to 
live my life to enjoy myself, enjoy my 
time with men instead of constantly 
thinking about marriage and the 
future and this and that so that is why 
I am dating that guy in a non-serious 
way.” (Millie, 22, F)

“I haven’t been in any relationships 
yet.  When lockdown started, I very 
much still feel a bit too young to be 
in a relationship and I think I see 
from my friendships that even on 
that level sometimes things feel that 
relationships mean a lot more to me 
than they do to the other person.  I 
don’t feel that that’s something I want 
to pursue right now.” (Christine, 20, F)
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While some girls also expressed a 
desire to have relationships now 
they are out of lockdown and to 
experience the “validation” of being in 
a relationship, for many of the young 
people, intimate relationships were 
not on the radar for these reasons, 
and they defined being young as 
about having fun and being free . 
Some said that felt “too young” for 
a relationship because they do not 
want the seriousness or intensity . 
There was a sense of wanting space 
from the expectations and pressures 
of relationships . Rick (14, M) reflected 
on how he felt quite reliant on his 
previous girlfriend and as enjoying 
his current relationship with someone 
who lives further away, which means 
they do not have to see each other 
all the time . It seemed that there was 
some desire for distance and space . 
Skye (14, F), expressed ambivalence 
about this point:

“I would love to have a relationship 
where it’s not in the same school as 
me. But you’d obviously … again, like 
I’d love to spend as much time with 
them as I want to but to have that 
space and them be messaging you 
and keeping in contact with you is so 
nice but then being able to meet up 
with them every day would be really 
nice as well.”

Many of the young adults felt that 
lockdown had strengthened their 
relationships and had been a test of 
their perseverance . Ben (20, M) and 
Jasmine (21, F) felt that lockdown 
had made them stronger and more 
“resilient” as a couple . Cecilia (20, 
F) also felt that she was in a strong 
relationship and believed that they 
were more appreciative of each 
other following lockdown . For 
Cecilia, lockdown was difficult for her 
relationship, but she wants to seize 
the time they have together . 

“I feel like it’s kind of…  In certain 
ways it’s made us closer and stronger 
because we’ve had to go through 
such an event together… I hate to call 
it a historical moment or whatever 
you would say, and sort of come 
out the other side of it still together, 
feeling the same way that we did 
when we went through it, I think kind 
of makes us stronger.  It makes us 
appreciate one another… We feel 
like we’re more settled and a lot of 
people call us an old married couple.  
I don’t know where that comes from, 
but so that sort of closeness came 
out of the relationship… I take it as a 
compliment.  It’s just that we seem 
to belong so well, and we’ve sort of 
you know, I guess given off the idea 
that we’re so comfortable around 
each other that we must have been 
together for ages.”
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Others, likewise, felt that they did not 
enjoy lockdown, in particular the time 
spent apart from their partner, but that 
it had strengthened their relationship . 
Mikey (20, M), for example, said that:

“…it’s like actually a test when you 
guys stay apart for so long. It’s 
actually a test. And when you see 
each other finally, it shows that you 
guys will stay for longer periods of 
time… It made us stronger. See, what 
doesn’t break you makes you, so it 
made us stronger…”

John (23, M) felt that:

“… we didn’t really know what to 
expect, but we made it work. I would 
imagine that could like stress a lot 
of people out and maybe it wouldn’t 
work, but it proved to us both that we 
could make it work in something that’s 
out of both of our control. And it was 
like, “Wow, we can actually make this 
work. We know this is not ideal.” So, 
I would say it was a challenge that 
neither of us wanted to do, but we did 
it and we’re like better people for it, I 
would say, yeah.”

Openness and communication 
were defined as key to healthy 
relationships and some young adults 
felt that lockdown improved their 
ability to communicate about their 
feelings in their relationship and 
to understand each other . Some 
described their relationships as 
being a source of support because 
of effective communication . For 
example, Francesca (23, F) said 
that her relationship was strong as 
her boyfriend made her feel secure 
through affirming his love and 
commitment to her through lockdown: 

“It’s nice because every time I speak 
to the phone with him in the evening, 
it’s, you know, he compliments me 
and he always tells me, like, ‘Oh, I 
can’t wait for us to be together. I can’t 
wait for you to be closer.’ I feel like I 
wouldn’t really be in a relationship if I 
felt like the person didn’t really want 
me, so the fact that he verbally says 
that helps me.”

Ivy (21, F) said that her and her 
partner are “a lot more open on 
mental health now after lockdown, 
because we found if we can be there 
to actually support each other, then 
it’s so much easier than braving it 
on your own .” Amber Valentine (21, 
F), similarly, felt that lockdown had 
forced her and her partner “together 
to have these conversations…” about 
whether they want to be together 
and how to make it work . She felt 
that “overall, it’s helped” and she is 
“thankful” for the relationship .   

the fact that he 
verbally says that 

helps me
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Ben (20, M) and Jasmine (21, F) 
identified a tangible example of 
how communicating openly and 
directly was helpful for them and had 
strengthened their relationship . Ben 
said that while he is “not a jealous 
person per se… I think that when 
everything started opening up, I 
started getting really worried about 
like clubbing… I just had this sort of 
image that you were going to meet 
someone… [laughter] .” 

Jasmine said that she could 
“understand” his concern and they 
both agreed that they were “pretty 
good at reassuring each other . If the 
insecurity is expressed” (Jasmine) . 
Ben felt that “reassurance” is 
important but necessitates openness 
about insecurities . 

One of the young people, Emma, also 
spoke about having learnt through 
lockdown that being open and clear 
about how you feel is important:

“If people could more candidly 
communicate their feelings because 
I found in lockdown it was getting 
very mixed up, you would think that 
someone was doing something 
because they felt a certain way when 
really they felt completely different 
but because they were putting no 
emotion into action rather than just 
telling you, ‘I feel like this.’ I feel like 
that would be better, if they just told 
you how they feel.”

For those who were committed to their 
current partners, lockdown seemed 
to have somewhat strengthened their 
relationships and their resolve to be 
together . Others, meanwhile, seemed 
to be more oriented to independence 
and self-exploration . It is interesting that 
definitions of relationships regarding 
commitment, sacrifice, and readiness 
meant that for some young adults and 
young people, being in a relationship 
was deemed to potentially conflict with 
other goals they had for themselves . 

it was getting 
very mixed up
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LEARNING ABOUT SEX AND  
RELATIONSHIPS – IMPLICATIONS MOVING FORWARD
Some participants felt that lockdown 
had hindered their learning about 
sex and relationships through 
jeopardising their ability to learn 
through vicarious experiences and 
creating a disconnect from adults . 
For Whippersnapper (15, F), young 
people were “lacking in experience 
because of lockdown… maybe 
[learning through experience] is 
harder to do .” RSE may, therefore, be 
of increased importance at this time; 
yet some young people felt that their 
experiences of sex and relationships 
in lockdown had been so different 
compared to adults’ prior experiences 
of sex and relationships as young 
people, that adults had little to offer 
in terms of education and advice . 
Some felt that adults couldn’t relate 
to the experience of being a teenager 
during lockdown . They said that it had 
been more impactful for young people 
because of the changes that would 
typically take place during this period 
of youth development, thus lockdown 
had occurred at a significant moment 
in their lives . 

For example:

Charlie (17, non-binary): I was going to 
say as well on the topic of relationships 
us going through all this shit it puts 
more of a space in between us and for 
example if we have, if we’re around our 
parents or whatever it’s a lot harder to 
kind of be-
Sarah (18, non-binary): It makes the 
generational divide larger .
Charlie: Yes, and it means that it’s 
harder to connect with your parents 
or whatever because they don’t 
know like this shit that you’ve had to 
deal with that they haven’t and they 
can’t say that, ‘I’ve had this shit too’ 
… It’s more significant as well for the 
fact that what this, what happened, 
like lockdown was shit that’s not 
something which probably, that’s 
never going to happen like in the 
same circumstances or the same way 
again . It’s almost like we’re the one-off 
period who in that period got to feel 
that one odd occasional thing and for 
a long time now, well, no-one else is 
going to be able to understand it like 
we have .
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As a result, when speaking about 
future opportunities to engage in 
RSE, there was some preference for 
more input from people who were of 
a similar age, for example, “siblings” 
or a “sixth former” because “it would 
be easier to come from them because 
they’re younger” (Thomas, 14, M) . The 
sense that adults may not understand 
the impact of lockdown on young 
peoples’ experiences of sex and 
relationships was associated with a 
preference for speaking to friends:

Kai (15, F): I just go to my friends .

Dave (14, M): Your group of friends 
are more understanding than parents 
or teachers because they won’t have 
their full-on opinion with them . 

Kai: With the parents I just think 
that they need to be a little bit more 
understanding and open-minded just 
if your son or daughter or whatever 
comes out as gay or whatever, just 
like help them . As I’ve said, I’ve 
been terrified … I’ve changed but I 
haven’t told my parents because their 
opinions they’ve said on other people 
have made me realise that actually I 
don’t know if they would accept it .

be a little 
bit more 

understanding

it’s harder to 
connect with your 

parents
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Throughout this study and across our participants, we heard a variety of 
stories about the experience of lockdown. 

We explored what these experiences 
meant to participants; not only 
their perceptions of how lockdown 
impacted their relationships, but also 
what their experiences meant for 
their understandings of themselves, 
their sexual/romantic interactions, 
and what constitutes ‘healthy’ and 
‘positive’ relationships . There were 
as many different perspectives 
and experiences as there were 
participants, but some clear themes 
emerged from the data and have 
been described in this report . 

These supported our attempts to 
answer the research questions 
outlined at the outset of this report . 
The following section explores 
emergent issues from our review of 
the data and then, upon consideration 
of these findings, provides responses 
to the research questions .

DISCUSSION
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THE ‘NET GENERATION’
WHAT ROLE DOES TECHNOLOGY PLAY INTERPERSONALLY AND 
RELATIONALLY FOR YOUNG PEOPLE AND YOUNG ADULTS?

For most participants, technology 
was both a ‘lifeline’ and a ‘stop-gap’ 
regarding their relationships during 
lockdown . They described valuing 
technology during this time, but it 
was evidently far from a substitute or 
replacement for in-person interaction . 
Technology was typically positioned as 
complementary to being able to see 
people in-person in shared physical 
space . Online interactions appeared 
to be defined in terms of how they 
emerged from, reflected, and supported 
relationships rooted in shared physical 
space characterised by in-person 
interaction and physicality . 

Some participants found it acutely 
painful to be unable to see and 
interact with romantic and intimate 
partners in person; many tried to 
replicate the experience of being 
together in shared space and some, 
but far from all, used digital intimacies 
to generate a feeling of sexual 
intimacy . Yet, these efforts were not 
quite enough . There were accounts 
of loneliness and isolation that virtual 
interaction did not fully ameliorate, 
and participants found frustrating the 
uncertainty and lack of control over 
when physical interaction would be 
possible again . 

Virtual and technologically enabled 
interaction was, firstly, seen as 
different to how people interact 
when together in shared space, and 
secondly, experienced differently 
from a socio-affective perspective . 
Technology both permitted a type 
of interaction while delimiting other 
forms of human connection that 
mattered to participants; it fed into 
and emerged from offline contexts 
and so was not experienced as being 
distinct or apart from sociality . 

Perhaps, the disconcerting nature 
of lockdown was that the ‘online’ 
suddenly did become separate to the 
offline . It was no longer about the fluid 
interconnection between online and 
offline and the way they reciprocally 
emerge from and feed into one another; 
instead, these digitally mediated 
interactions were marooned from offline 
contexts . They became a stopgap and a 
lifeline, but one that had consequences 
about which participants were often 
ambivalent or conflicted .  
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Participants identified several 
advantages and disadvantages of 
using technology for communication 
purposes . These advantages and 
disadvantages intersected, in that 
what was seen as a benefit of being 
online also created potential problems 
from an interpersonal perspective . 
Specifically, interacting online was 
experienced as offering a greater 
level of control over the self and one’s 
interactions with others compared to 
when interacting offline . 

For example, there was the ability to 
block unwanted interactions and yet 
there was a subsequent issue related 
to resolving arguments through 
technology . Some participants 
described online interactions as 
providing an opportunity to plan and 
exercise greater control over what is 
said to others . Not being physically 
present with the person or people 
with whom they are interacting was 
thought to enhance their confidence 
to speak openly in ways that many 
felt difficult or awkward if they were 
not ‘behind a screen .’ They described 
themselves and perceived others 
to feel more disinhibited online and 
felt that this improved the quality 
of the interaction and the sense of 
connection between those involved 
because communication was more 
open and honest . 

Yet, online interactions were also 
described as disconcerting precisely 
because there was a lack of 
control over communication; more 
specifically how communication 
was interpreted by the second 
party . Participants described how 
interactions could be misleading or 
unclear, thereby increasing the risk of 
misunderstanding . These issues are 
not new to online communication but 
were of greater concern to participants 
during the lockdown period as 
participants could not meet in-person 
to engage in conflict resolution . 

Many described interactions as 
becoming increasingly draining and 
tiresome over lockdown . Perhaps, in 
absence of a full sensory experience, 
they had to make more effort to 
understand what people were 
thinking and feeling and to convey 
these messages themselves . The 
effort of sustaining virtual interactions 
clearly became more challenging 
as the lockdown progressed . It 
seemed that some, at first, quickly 
adjusted to the situation and even felt 
more bonded with partners as they 
engaged in extensive interaction . 
However, it soon became draining 
and tiring to sustain relationships 
in this way, perhaps because of the 
extra effort entailed in communicating 
without the cues, or the ‘vibe’, present 
when in-person .
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In particular, the intensification of 
communication with partners may 
lead to problems with relationship 
abuse amid revised definitions, 
expectations and therefore 
acceptance of what is ‘normal’ 
behaviour . The shift to digital at this 
stage in participants’ lives (regardless 
of whatever particular stage that was 
for different participants) may have 
meant that their online experiences 
were a more salient part of their 
identities and outlooks than they 
may have otherwise been, due to 
the disruption from typical social and 
public contexts . 

In addition, there was perhaps a 
smaller point of reference to judge 
unhealthy behaviour or to change 
behaviour due to limited interactions 
with other people . Perhaps some 
young people and young adults 
possessed the skills required to seek 
help or had opportunities to seek the 
perspectives of other peers within 
their wider support network on the 
behaviour of their partner but there 
are risks for those who did not .  

Alongside an intensification of 
communication with partners, there was 
an intensification of the use of online 
technology to participate in and expand 
social circles . Participants valued the 
opportunity to expand their horizons 
and meet new and likeminded others 
online . For some, the value of doing 
so was defined in terms of ‘modality 
shifting’, with pertinent questions 
including: is the person ‘real’? Will 
what is experienced online transfer 
meaningfully to offline contexts? 

Interacting with new people (or 
‘strangers’) online was a normalised 
part of many participants’ lives pre-
lockdown, therefore the increase 
in communicating with new people 
online was not considered inherently 
risky (see Wang and Edwards, 2016; 
Smahel et al ., 2020) . 

Online dating, on the other hand, 
was identified as involving risks 
such as ‘time wasting’ and of feeling 
‘rejected’, perhaps due to misaligned 
expectations or ‘ghosting .’ These 
perspectives and experiences 
suggest that online spaces were 
considered potentially misleading 
and unreliable . Participants identified 
a need for support to mitigate and 
manage these risks . 

tiring 
to sustain 

relationships in 
this way
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LGBTQ+ participants described online 
dating via dating apps as particularly 
risky because underage people may 
lie about their age and they had 
heard stories about people getting 
into trouble legally for unknowingly 
interacting with underage people, 
a finding that resonates with other 
research regarding the risks of online 
dating for LGBTQ+ people (Albury and 
Byron, 2016) . Perhaps, for the LGBTQ+ 
participants, the normalisation of 
pursuing intimate connections and 
relationships online was related to 
the well-documented feelings of 
marginalisation among such young 
people and the value (albeit also 
seemingly the risks) of online spaces 
for finding like-minded others . 

As such, online dating during 
lockdown provided a defined space 
to connect with people and presented 
an opportunity to relieve boredom 
and to feel connected with others, 
but ultimately it became frustrating 
because of the constraints on meeting . 

The lack of a defined legitimate space 
or process for under 18s to participate 
in dating, coupled with the inability to 
then shift the relationship to offline 
contexts, probably meant that for 
many young people, dating and 
romantic relationships were disrupted 
or otherwise limited during lockdown . 
This suggests that there were aspects 
of romantic and sexual intimacy 
for which virtual contact was not a 
sufficient replacement . 

In sum, participants’ use of 
technology to interact with others 
during lockdown represented both 
a continuation and intensification of 
the pre-existing digital mediation of 
relationality and sociality evident in 
contemporary life for young people 
and young adults (see Harvey and 
Ringrose, 2016; Van den Abeele, 
2015) . There were significant effects 
on participants due to the unique 
situation presented by lockdown . 
Despite some perhaps common-
sense claims made in society about 
the so-called ‘net generation’, the 
participants in this study were 
somewhat ambivalent, even uneasy, 
about the role of technology in their 
interpersonal lives during lockdown .

 significant effects 
on participants
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POTENTIAL FOR ABUSIVE PRACTICES WHEN ENGAGING IN 
DIGITAL INTIMACIES
Online digital spaces could be 
subject to infringement, punctured by 
unwanted interactions . For example, 
disinhibition led to what was seen as 
an over-abundance of confidence 
in some males which led to non-
consensual image sharing . Receiving 
unwanted explicit sexual content was 
a problem reported by many of the 
girls and young women participating 
in this study . There was also a sense 
of obligation for the recipients of 
images to reciprocate and share 
images of their own . Whilst this may 
have created the potential for abuse, 
participants appeared to resent such 
infringements into their personal space 
and described methods to reject these 
requests without causing offence . 

One technique that was referred 
to by female participants was to 
state that they had a boyfriend . This 
suggests that girls may not always 
feel that they have an absolute right 
to make autonomous choices about 
image sharing and, instead, benefit 
from the protection of a heterosexual 
relationship . Focus groups and 
interviews with girls indicated that 
while they did not expect boys to 
respect them, boys will respect the 
idea of a girl belonging to another 
boy . While participants identified 
this as problematic, they felt that it 
nevertheless was an effective way  
of dealing with requests for  
sexual content . 

It may, therefore, be a potentially 
effective strategy based on 
heteronormative and gender 
inequitable social dynamics, but 
this was not a guaranteed fail-safe . 
Some participants would still receive 
unsolicited images and requests to 
respond in kind and were reluctant 
report abusive image sharing . This 
resonates with findings from previous 
research (Ringrose et al ., 2021; Setty 
et al ., 2022) . 

Many of the younger girls participating 
in interviews and focus groups seemed 
to base their perceptions and attitudes 
towards digital intimacies in terms of 
this landscape of risk, a lack of consent, 
and feeling disrespected by boys 
and men . It is interesting, therefore, 
that some of the young adult women 
had been able to carve out space for 
image sharing that was experienced as 
meaningful and consensual . Several, 
however, raised the issue of privacy 
and voiced concerns regarding the 
unauthorised distribution of sexual or 
intimate material . 

Running alongside these narratives, 
however, was the idea that digital 
intimacies were functionally 
valuable for bridging distance 
when relationships were physically 
constrained . The materiality of digital 
intimacies and the functions these 
serve in relationships were, variously, 
implicated in participants’ perspectives 
as they sought to navigate matters of 
privacy and consent . 
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Concerns regarding consent and 
privacy were raised several times 
across interviews and participants’ 
perspectives on consensual/non-
consensual image sharing practices 
were often shaped by gender norms 
and social meanings . The perceived 
gender dynamics of expectation and 
obligation in heterosexual digital 
intimacies may explain why some 
female participants described creating 
and sharing sexual content to please 
their male partner, despite not really 
wanting to engage in these behaviours . 

Conversely, some female participants 
described their willingness to share 
nudes with their male partner but 
refrained from doing so as their partner 
did not wish to receive/reciprocate 
these images . This suggests that males 
do not experience the same sense of 
obligation because of social meanings 
and assumptions about what is desired 
and appreciated by men and women . 

It was easier for female participants 
to locate acts of unsolicited image 
sharing by strangers as non-
consensual and, therefore, as 
problematic, whereas relational 
dynamics with established partners 
results in image sharing that is not 
always explicitly negotiated and 
established as consensual . These 
practices were often driven by 
feelings of obligation rather than 
personal desire . 

Despite being conducted in an 
absence of desire, sending images 
in this context was not deemed 
to be non-consensual but rather 
was experienced as an unwanted 
acquiescence . The relational context 
muddied the waters as participants 
did not feel directly pressured by 
their partners but were motivated 
by fear of losing or at the very least 
of disappointing their partner . For 
some, there was a lack of opportunity 
to exercise personal choice when 
deciding whether to engage in these 
behaviours because of a need to 
please their partner and sustain 
their relationships . This raises 
questions about the extent to which 
such practices can be defined as 
consensual acts .
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MIGRATION OF SOCIAL PRESSURE FROM PHYSICAL  
TO DIGITAL CONTEXTS
For some participants, lockdown, 
at least at first, was experienced 
as an opportunity to take a step 
back from the pressures of day-
to-day life, to reflect, and to focus 
on oneself, including from an 
interpersonal perspective regarding 
their relationships . Ultimately, 
however, participants’ experiences 
of and reactions to lockdown 
seem somewhat dependent on the 
circumstances in which they found 
themselves and, for some, the pre-
existing vulnerabilities and problems 
that were affecting them . 

There were several elements to 
participants’ discussions about 
being able to see people in-person 
and to freely associate in public 
and shared physical space and, in 
turn, their experience of lockdown . 
Some referred to a loss of fluidity 
and serendipity to interactions, 
with ensuing ramifications for their 
relationships, and indeed their self-
development and self-concepts . 
Participants were somewhat 
sympathetic to the desire to be close 
and intimate and to seek validation . 
It seemed, on the one hand, that 
lockdown had disrupted and upended 
typical interpersonal dynamics and 
interactions and left people feeling 
somewhat unmoored and, on the 
other, created new conditions and 
patterns of interaction during the 
period, including regarding what it 
meant to be a ‘good’ communicator .

The use of technology, and social 
media in particular, appeared to 
have created pressures within and 
surrounding participants’ relationships . 
For some, the lockdown entailed an 
‘escape’ from social pressure . Yet, this 
escape seemed to occur alongside 
an ongoing and increased salience 
of social media during the period . 
Even when participants knew it was 
unrealistic, social media content 
appeared to set the tone for what is 
deemed desirable and aspirational 
and, as a result, could create feelings 
of envy amongst young people . Social 
media dynamics of popularity and 
reward were also described by some 
participants as creating a reinforcing 
cycle of basing one’s aspirations on 
what is endorsed, through ‘likes’ and 
‘follows’, online and there was a sense 
of pressure to conform . 

Some referred 
to a loss of 
fluidity and 
serendipity



It seems that the issue was less the 
identification of particular types of 
content as edited and overly idealistic; 
participants were already conversant 
and aware that online depictions 
could be unrealistic . Instead, it was 
about the interpretation of the content 
in terms of personal subjectivity . 
In other words, content may be 
considered unrealistic but may still 
be defined as aspirational and these 
social meanings, coupled with social 
media platform economies of likes 
and follows, perpetuate and normalise 
such content creation and sharing . 

A critical interrogation of what exactly 
is deemed aspiration and why is 
needed to support the minimisation of 
feelings of inadequacy and inferiority 
such content can foment amongst 
young people . 

While participants reported less 
in-person peer pressure, sustained 
and frequent online interaction was 
perceived to be an expected and 
necessary part of being a ‘good 
partner’ regardless of whether it was 
personally pleasurable or rewarding 
(see Juhasz and Bradford, 2016) . 
For many, lockdown presented a 
quandary of having nothing to do but 
also nothing much to talk about with 
people, which both generated an 
expectation of availability to interact 
and made the interactions feel quite 
difficult at times . These perspectives 
may explain why participants 
experienced increased pressure to 
communicate with their partner . 

It was seemingly challenging to sustain 
meaningful interaction online and 
to cope with the dynamics of online 
exchanges without, for example, 
‘blurting something out’ or not 
having anything to say and being in 
silence . As a result, some participants 
constructed online interactions as a 
skill they needed to practice, develop 
or have experience of .  

Experiences of ‘awkward’ and ‘boring’ 
interactions had implications for 
participants’ ability and willingness 
to sustain their interactions and, in 
turn, their relationships . Lockdown, 
therefore, had an impact on 
relationships not just because it 
entailed not being able to see people 
in-person but also because it involved 
an intensification of or reliance on 
interactions that were not always 
rewarding or pleasurable, but often 
felt obligatory .
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LOCKDOWN: CAUSE AND EFFECT OR COINCIDENCE?
It was evident that participants’ 
relationships were, from a practical 
perspective regarding their 
interactions with others, impacted 
by the lockdown . These impacts 
were an inevitable consequence of 
lockdown, whereby the very intention 
was to limit interpersonal and social 
interaction outside the home . Given 
that most were, or ended up, living 
with family during some or all of 
lockdown, the impacts pertained to 
their limited ability to interact with 
friends, partners, and within wider 
peer networks, and an intensification 
of the interactions with those in the 
home (most often parents and other 
close relatives) . 

The ramifications of these impacts 
for participants seemed shaped, 
however, by an interplay between 
the situation in which they found 
themselves in lockdown and their pre-
existing subjectivity and interpersonal 
contexts . At the very least, lockdown 
may need to be conceptualised as 
a generationally specific structural 
influence over the development, 
enactment, and experience of 
relationships and transitions (see 
Laursen and Collins, 2012) albeit one 
unfolding in terms of both individual 
differences and cohort effects (see 
Chow et al ., 2012) . 

As an example, online dating and 
digital intimacies were not new 
to lockdown and participants had 
varying perspectives on these 
topics . It was an intersection of these 
perspectives—which were often 
socially rooted and meaningful—and 
whatever participants were striving 
for during lockdown (relieving 
feelings of isolation, generating 
intimacy, pleasing partners) that 
shaped their accounts of their 
experiences . Unpleasant, abusive, 
and toxic relational and interpersonal 
dynamics, moreover, were both 
intensified during and emerged from 
the circumstances in which some 
participants found themselves . The 
lockdown seemed to shape the 
scope for participants to identify and, 
perhaps, ‘escape’ particular relational 
dynamics and the perceived effect of 
these dynamics upon them personally 
and interpersonally . 

In turn, decision-making and 
experiences of interpersonal 
relationships and sociality were 
perceived by many participants to 
be shaped and, indeed, constrained 
by lockdown . Participants variously 
described moving in together 
(permanently or temporarily), stalled 
relationships, disrupted plans, 
and so forth, which they attributed 
to lockdown . The restrictions on 
movement and interaction were not, 
therefore, perceived to just have 
ramifications for relationships during 
the lockdown period but instead 
for broader developmental and 
experiential processes . 
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Some participants pinpointed these 
impacts more clearly and identified 
them as damaging or traumatic . 
Others were more of the view that 
lockdown was a ‘blip’ in time that 
was impactful, but only temporarily 
so and they are now ‘back to normal’ . 
This perspective was relatively rare, 
however, and participants more 
often identified legacy effects, albeit 
they differed in the extent to which 
they considered them permanent or, 
indeed, positive or negative . 

There was a narrative of coming 
out ‘stronger and wiser’ regarding 
relationships, even when the 
experience of lockdown was 
unpleasant and difficult . There were 
accounts of losing and gaining 
partners, sustaining relationships, and 
feeling stronger and more bonded, 
perhaps depending on the extent to 
which similarity and compatibility was 
perceived to have been maintained 
or not in the absence of in-person 
contact and relational connection (see 
Veenstra and Dijkstra, 2012) . At the 
same time, there were also accounts 
of delay and disconnection, with 
differing perceptions and attitudes 
among participants about re-emerging 
from lockdown regarding people’s 
willingness and ability to interact 
socially and interpersonally . These 
ramifications pertain to individual-level 
subjectivity and preference; some 
individuals described themselves as 
more introverted and less social than 
others and varied in the extent to 
which re-emergence from lockdown 
involved an attitude of ‘making up for 
lost time’ . 

For some participants, lockdown 
acted to scaffold and give meaning 
to their sexual and romantic 
experiences . Some of these changes 
and developments may have 
happened despite lockdown, but 
these events were meaningful to 
participants because they happened 
during lockdown . At a most basic 
level, the changes that some 
participants perceived in others was 
more dramatic and transformational 
because of the lack of in-person 
interaction during lockdown . This 
change may have occurred anyway 
but felt different or disconcerting 
because of lockdown . 

Moreover, given the salience of 
peer influence during adolescence 
and the way in which subjectivity 
and behaviour develops within 
normative social contexts, there 
may have been a sense of feeling 
disconnected from these dynamics 
of change, for example among those 
who described people (including 
themselves) as more ‘extreme’ and, 
presumably, less socially regulated 
versions of themselves during 
lockdown (see Veenstra and Dijkstra, 
2012) . This underscores the value of 
interpersonal, relational, and social 
experiences and connections for 
young people and young adults and, 
in turn, highlights the importance of 
understanding what is defined and 
experienced as positive and healthy 
for young people’s relationships .
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MEANINGS OF AND POTENTIALS FOR ‘HEALTHY’ AND 
‘POSITIVE’  RELATIONSHIPS 
This issue of abusive relationships 
and the importance of access to wider 
networks to identify and deal with 
abuse was evident in the data . Some 
participants’ perspectives on having 
identified abuse once they were 
able to spend time with other people 
again emphasises the differential 
vulnerabilities that young people 
experienced and were exposed to 
during lockdown depending on their 
circumstances . The ramifications of 
lockdown restrictions unfolded in 
line with pre-existing contexts and 
vulnerabilities whereby disconnect 
from wider networks further 
entrenched the potential for abuse 
and harm . 

For many participants, lockdown 
seemed to entail having to change 
their plans and prevented them 
from taking anticipated steps toward 
independence or as reversing 
previous gains . The rules and 
constraints in place were, however, 
variously responded to and, among 
some, ‘bent’ or even broken entirely 
as they sought to pursue their 
relationships and friendships . Some 
participants broke the rules because 
of the intolerable situation they found 
themselves in . For others, there was 
a process of negotiation of the rules, 
and some felt more compelled than 
otherwise to comply . 

Given the perceived greater importance 
of in-person physical contact with 
partners, it was more often young 
adults who spoke about how they 
responded to the lockdown rules as 
they embarked upon their relationships . 
It seemed that these rules structured 
how these participants experienced 
their relationships in ways that were, 
by definition, unique to lockdown and 
seemed to constrain their agency 
and autonomy both personally within 
the relationship and as a dyad . 
Relationships during lockdown were, 
therefore, seemingly meaningful to 
participants in respect to the rules . 
Whether they were adhering to the 
rules, ‘bending’ the rules, or breaking 
them entirely, they were making 
decisions in terms of these wider 
regulatory and social contexts, which 
is a unique dynamic within which 
to be developing and participating 
in relationships . Yet, relationships 
seemed to unfold within the context 
of wider expectations anyway, for 
example in terms of family demands 
and expectations . Participants were 
variously negotiating wider contexts in 
their relationships, which were often 
irrespective to the lockdown conditions . 
Lockdown, it seemed, imposed yet 
another consideration for them . 
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Most participants—young people 
and young adults—described living 
in full or in part in their family homes 
during lockdown . Some young adults, 
however, described moving in with 
their partners, on either a temporary 
or permanent basis, during lockdown . 
These decisions were mostly made 
a result of the situation they found 
themselves in because of lockdown 
and it was not previously part of their 
plans to live together at that point . 
These participants’ stories further 
underscored the way in which the 
lockdown conditions shaped and 
constrained decision-making and, in 
turn, their agency and autonomy . For 
some, however, the way in which it 
led to them moving in together was 
considered ultimately beneficial, 
although there were some accounts 
of challenging situations . 

Definitions of and the ability to create 
and navigate healthy and unhealthy 
relationships seemed shaped by the 
contexts in which individuals found 
themselves and what they were 
striving for in their interpersonal 
lives . The issue seemed to be less 
the ability to identify a particular 
trait or behaviour as healthy or 
unhealthy more the socio-affective 
skills required to be able to create 
and uphold healthy and positive 
relationships and, indeed, navigate 
and make choices within their wider 
peer networks . 

There was a strong narrative 
emerging from the interviews with 
the young adults that relationships 
are about love, trust, reciprocity, 
effort, and communication . These 
traits and characteristics seemed 
to be both functional, in terms of 
enhancing the experience of being in 
the relationship and the interpersonal 
dynamic, and symbolic, in terms of 
demonstrating something about the 
quality of the relationship and how 
each person feels about the other in 
the relationship . 

The young people participating in 
focus groups and interviews were, to 
some extent, able to identify what a 
healthy or positive relationship would 
look like, but wider peer dynamics 
and social imperatives seemed to 
constrain their ability to create and 
uphold these visions and intervene 
to challenge ‘unhealthy’ or ‘toxic’ 
dynamics and behaviours . Like image 
sharing, it seems that it is unlikely, 
therefore, that young people can be 
convinced to feel able and willing 
to directly report and challenge all 
instances of problematic behaviour . 
Instead, educative efforts may 
need to focus on raising awareness 
and confidence regarding the 
identification of unhealthy behaviours 
and then strengthening young 
people’s skills and abilities to respond 
to these . 
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Moreover, these skills and abilities 
may also help young people when 
listening and reflecting on feedback 
from peers that their behaviour or 
relationship may be problematic, 
which was an issue raised in some of 
the groups . It also requires engaging 
with the wider peer dynamics of 
exclusion and inclusion and the 
normative structures that underpinned 
a fear of losing friends among 
some of the younger people and 
inhibited them from raising concerns 
with friends . Without addressing 
these aspects comprehensively, it 
is possible that young people may 
perceive or be concerned about 
particular issues in the peer group but 
not feel confident or equipped to deal 
with them . 

Regarding romantic and intimate 
relationships, there was a consistent 
belief that these relationships entail, and 
are defined in terms of, commitment 
and seriousness and require time and 
sacrifice . Some participants, more 
often older than younger, described 
themselves as ready for and wanting 
these types of relationships . There 
was some disparagement of casual 
relationships and an emphasis on the 
need for trust and maturity . Others 
described themselves as not ready 
for relationships; both young people 
and young adults framed this lack of 
readiness in terms of the perceived 
demands for commitment and sacrifice . 

The meanings of relationships  
thus intersected with what may be 
referred to as sexual, or relational, 
projects; in other words, they 
necessitate understanding of what 
one wants from their relationships  
and how this relates to what 
relationships mean to them in a 
personal and wider social context . 
The term ‘sexual project’ has been 
conceptualised by Hirsch and 
Khan (2022) who describe it as 
referring to individuals’ reasons 
for or desired purposes of sex and 
sexual relationships . They argue that 
sexual projects are formed by various 
influential and contextual factors  
and experiences . 

While some participants did not 
want or feel ready for ‘serious’ 
relationships, they nevertheless 
constructed themselves in terms of the 
perceived norm . There are subsequent 
ramifications for relational expectations 
and obligations among friends and 
partners . Some participants constructed 
relationships and friendships in terms 
of support for mental and emotional 
wellbeing, an expectation that both 
gave meaning to relationships and 
friendships but also seemed to entail 
pressure and strain for respective 
partners . There was a concomitant 
idea that ‘space’ was important in 
relationships and the negotiation of 
space was an important skill .
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As Hirsch and Khan (2022) suggest, 
the concept of projects makes space 
for considering the influences on the 
formation of a project . Participants 
spoke at length about the various 
ways and spaces within which they 
have learnt and are learning about 
relationships . There was extensive 
emphasis on the idea of perceptual 
and experiential learning, both direct 
and vicarious . Participants, in the main, 
did not believe that relationships can 
be taught, as such, and instead need 
to unfold through experience . Many 

talked about observing friends and 
family and as taking various lessons 
from these experiences regarding 
what they do and do not wish for 
themselves . Experiences of formal 
RSE were more consistent across the 
young people, while the young adults 
had varying recollections of RSE, and 
some did not recall having received 
any RSE provision . 

For the young people who had more 
immediate and recent experience of 
RSE, there was a strong sense that 
it was considered too disconnected 
from their lived experiences and not 
equipping them to navigate the here-
and-now of their relationships . The 
experience of lockdown seemed to 
underscore these perspectives; some 
young people believed that they had 
undergone a very different experience 
of adolescence and adolescent sex 
and relationships compared to adults’ 
experiences . As a result, participants 
believed that adults may not be 
well-placed to relate to, advise, or 
educate young people about sex 
and relationships . The ways in which 
the young people and young adults 
spoke about their perspectives on 
and experiences of learning about 
sex and relationships were, perhaps, 
not entirely different to what has been 
found prior to lockdown in studies on 
the topic . Yet, lockdown was defined 
and experienced as having shaped 
these processes in various ways and, 
perhaps, as creating a disconnect 
between young people and the adults 
who seek to educate and guide them . 

emphasis  
on the need for 

trust and  
maturity
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Upon review of the research findings, a number of recommendations 
can be made for research and practice that would help to support the 
formation of healthy and positive relationships:

PRACTICE-BASED RECOMMENDATIONS
Those responsible for delivering 
RSE should provide a more holistic 
definition of healthy relationships within 
RSE by not only teaching students 
to identify characteristics of ‘healthy’ 
and ‘unhealthy’ interactions, but also 
increasing young people’s awareness 
of and expectation that relationships 
require effort and practice .

In RSE addressing healthy and 
positive relationships should not be 
presented as a factual reality or set of 
characteristics, but as requiring and 
involving fluid and dynamic skills and 
contexts that enable reflection and 
the development and articulation of 
free choice . Such teaching requires 
an integrated model addressing 
knowledge, social norms, and the 
affective/emotional dimensions of 
social life and relationships .  

Young people were well equipped 
to identify instances of healthy 
and unhealthy relationships when 
observed in others, yet this did not 
often influence the conduct of their 
own relationships . RSE sessions on 
relationships should therefore move 
beyond the aim to enable young 
people to identify healthy/unhealthy 
behaviours to equipping young 
people with the skills to reflect and 
act upon their own circumstances . 

RSE lessons should provide 
opportunity for young people to 
practice relationship skills either 
through role play or modelling 
e .g ., through watching depictions 
of relationship communication, 
interaction, behaviour etc . in film, 
media and on the stage

Before RSE takes place, it is important 
to create opportunities for participants 
to not only state what they already 
know but to explain how they came 
about this knowledge . The ability to 
identify where and how individuals 
have formed meaning and subjectivity 
about relationships and to encourage 
critical reflection and consciousness 
about these processes will support 
identification of adoption of unhealthy 
behaviours/beliefs .

RECOMMENDATIONS  
SUPPORTING HEALTHY AND POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS

increase 
resources 

available to 
LGBTQ+ 
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Those working with young 
people should be sensitive to 
the normalisation of problematic 
behaviours amongst peers in post-
lockdown . Problematic behaviours 
may present as abusive practices 
such as increases in non-consensual 
or pressurised sharing of digital 
intimacies but may also include 
feelings of pressure to constantly 
communicate with peers online, 
present an idealised version of the 
self in online spaces and compete 
with unrealistic social media content . 

It is important to identify young 
people supporting their partner’s 
mental health and wellbeing during 
and post-lockdown because the 
stress of this additional responsibility 
may be detrimental to their own 
personal wellbeing . 

Young people who identify as LGBTQ+ 
may have experienced a heightened 
sense of distress during lockdown due 
to abuse or stigma . In response, RSE 
(whether in school-based or wider 
contexts) should include sessions 
on the importance of understanding, 
accepting and celebrating different 
sexual orientations and identities .

There should be a more focussed 
attempt to increase resources 
available to LGBTQ+ youth to address 
issues caused or exacerbated by 
lockdown . This does not necessarily 
refer to access to sexual health clinics 
and contraception, as is typically 

the case, but rather the provision of 
opportunities to meet/socialise with 
peers and opportunity to engage in 
talking therapies with trained adults 
who can signpost further sources of 
support .

There is a need to create spaces 
for acknowledging and giving voice 
to trauma and distress experienced 
during lockdown . Doing so is 
not about so-called pandering 
to vulnerability or medicalising 
individual experience but allowing 
an opportunity to take stock of the 
perceived effects of the lockdown 
period and identifying personal needs 
going forward .

Alongside creating spaces for 
acknowledgement of trauma, 
practitioners should validate and 
encourage young people to explore 
the presence of ambivalent and 
conflicting feelings and perceptions 
regarding lockdown as legitimate and 
understandable ways of relating to 
relationships, both generally and in 
relation to the pandemic .

Educational opportunities for young 
people to explore how the lockdown 
period has involved particular 
realisations of the self and others and 
has generated new or changing ideas 
about and hopes for relationships and 
friendships should be provided . What 
are their ‘projects’ and how have 
these projects been shaped by their 
lived experiences of lockdown?
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RESEARCH-FOCUSSED RECOMMENDATIONS
Future research should try to 
disentangle the impact of lockdown 
from the ways in which lockdown 
may work to scaffold meaning and 
experience . There is no counterfactual 
and what perhaps matters more is how 
individuals are relating to lockdown 
in terms of themselves and their 
relational networks and interactions . 

The experiences of participants in this 
study varied widely both within and 
between age-groups, sexualities and 
genders . There were, however, clear 
patterns of common experiences for 
females, LGBTQ+ participants and young 
people vs . young adults . This suggests 
that future research should use different 
perspectives to explore the impact of the 
pandemic on these groups .

Research should seek to identify 
the contexts in which individuals 
experience and act within their 
relationships and the constraints on 
(actual or perceived) choice that may 
exist, including regarding consensual 
and non-consensual digital intimacies . 
This includes the wider peer dynamics 
and social contexts and networks 
within which they are operating .

Given the importance of vicarious and 
experiential learning and modelling 
to participants, it is necessary to 
identify both who and what has been 
impactful on their perceptions and 
attitudes . There are implications 
here for RSE as such research would 
enable identification of different 
delivery methods to ensure it 
resonates with all young people .

As we emerge out of this period it 
is important to capture the moment 
of reflexivity around change that 
has occurred . What are individuals’ 
visions, or projects, for their 
relationships and what are the 
normative functions of relationships 
to them? How can we create contexts 
and cultures that support healthy 
and positive relationships? Youth 
should be given more opportunity 
to share their narratives to inform 
available support . It was clear that 
participants in the study valued their 
own direct and vicarious perceptual 
and experiential learning and 
development . Bringing this in and 
consulting with young people about 
the issues, challenges and priorities 
for relationships is essential .
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Findings from this research suggest that just telling young people about 
what does and does not constitute healthy or positive relationships 
and setting out normative rationales for having relationships will not 
necessarily be sufficient to create the conditions for them to actually 
have healthy and positive relationships. 

It may, on the one hand, be 
problematic by implying that 
healthy relationships are about 
fixed inner traits rather than about 
effort and practice (Renold, 2019) . 
Furthermore, young people—and, 
indeed, some young adults—also 
seemed to accept or normalise 
some problematic behaviours and 
interactions as, at best, inevitable, 
at worse even indicative of love and 
care . For example, some young adults 
referred to themselves as needing 
love or attention or as being ‘clingy’ 
and coming to use their partner as 
a coping mechanism, while others 
described their behaviour as a 
consequence of having subsumed 
their perspectives to their (perceived 
and articulated) partner’s needs and 
demands (see Abbott, Weckesser and 
Egan, 2021 for a discussion about 
how abuse may be seen as normal 
in relationships) . The young people 
seemed able to identify what does 
and does not constitute a healthy 
relationship, but this knowledge did 
not necessarily determine their own 
lived experiences (Davies, 2019) . 

These arguments were probably 
applicable prior to lockdown but 
may be of heightened importance 
at the current time . For participants 
in this study, lockdown seems to 
have represented a moment in time 
for change and reflexivity about 
interpersonal relations and sociality . 
To varying extents and in different 
ways, young people and young adults 
have emerged from lockdown with 
sexual and relational projects . 

These projects may feel intact from 
their pre-lockdown selves or may, 
for better or worse, feel disrupted, 
upended, and/or transformed . 
Some participants felt ‘stronger and 
wiser’, while others felt traumatised 
and isolated, with several points 
in between these positions and 
ambivalence apparent among many . 
The narrative of being stronger 
and wiser has been critiqued for 
its assumptions about agency and 
the way it dis-embeds individuals’ 
struggle for resilience and survival 
from the oppressive social contexts 
that demand these struggles (see 
Bay-Cheng, 2012) . 

CONCLUSIONS 
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As an example, for Mae, her 
experience of ‘minority stress’ 
because of stigma seemed acute 
because of the extent of the 
homophobic rejection she had 
experienced and the ways in which 
she seemed to internalise that into, 
at best, an unease with her sexuality, 
and at worse, a personal concealment 
or denial of her sexuality (see Meyer, 
2003) . Structural patterns of inequity 
were also apparent in some of the 
accounts shared by young people in 
the LGBTQ+ youth club . 

They were estranged from family and 
were vulnerable to living, and feeling 
trapped, with abusive partners . This 
echoes the findings of previous 
research of LGBTQ+ perspectives 
on the impacts of lockdown which 
identified increased stress upon 
returning to the family home due to 
perceived risks or an obligation to 
hide sexual orientation (Jowett, 2020) .

Some young adults, meanwhile, 
seemed to struggle with pre-existing 
mental health vulnerabilities that 
were exacerbated by their lockdown 
experiences (Shanahan et al ., 2020) . 
The capacity to comply with the 
limitations imposed during lockdown 
were not, therefore, necessarily evenly 
distributed . Whilst some participants in 
this study reported breaking lockdown 
rules to be with their partner, their 
accounts suggest that these decisions 
were not taken lightly . 

The perceived risks of catching 
Covid-19, experiencing social 
judgement and receiving punishment 
had to be weighed against the 
personal risk of lockdown to their 
physical safety, mental health and 
wellbeing and relationships . Breaking 
of lockdown rules was therefore 
motivated by an individual’s personal 
needs for connection, security, 
intimacy and a sense of normality 
(Maxwell et al ., 2022) . While it may, in 
the case of intimate partner violence, 
be considered sufficient to provide a 
legal right to leave the home in those 
circumstances, such exceptions do 
not address the salience of wider 
social contexts to identifying patterns 
of abuse and building the strength 
and perception of choice to leave or 
report one’s experiences . 
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It is thus essential to identify the 
contexts in which individuals 
experience and act within their 
relationships and the constraints on 
(actual or perceived) choice that may 
exist . Furthermore, individual-level 
narratives of agency and resilience do 
not address the individual differences 
in whether and how people learn from 
their experiences . There is also a need 
to address prevention given the risk 
that unhealthy and negative patterns 
and dynamics can become entrenched 
and repeated . Such risks apply to 
romantic relationships, but also, 
seemingly, to wider peer dynamics 
whereby unhealthy behaviours 
and interactions were particularly 
normalised among some participants .   

In line with the notion of projects, it is 
perhaps necessary to make space for 
critically unpacking why people have 
relationships; what are they striving for 
and what do they value? This involves 
critically reflecting on the supposed 
normative functions of relationships . If, 
for example, it is taken that some kind 
of adolescent relationality is required 
for adaptive development, then what 
does it mean that some young people 
preferred to remove themselves from 
typical social and interpersonal spaces 
and would rather engage in directed 
interaction with chosen others online? 
These individuals may be marginalised 
or socially rejected or may just be 
introverted and prefer spending time 
alone . Is it to be assumed that this 
‘project’ of isolation from normative 
peer contexts is problematic and, 
if so, in what ways? To what extent, 
furthermore, is it up to individuals 
to decide what is ‘good’, ‘healthy’, 
or ‘appropriate’ for themselves and 
others? Or do we need normative 
frameworks and minimum standards 
for healthy and positive relationships, 
which includes some measure of 
participation in relational networks 
of some kind? Even if the answer to 
the latter is yes, does participation in 
online spaces count? This question 
is also pertinent given the perception 
of peer dynamics that can normalise 
abusive or unhealthy behaviours 
and interactions and can create 
conditions of pressure and expectation 
to participate alongside ensuing 
ambivalence about the rewards of 
peer validation . 
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In turn, there is a need to explore the 
conditions in which individuals make 
choices and create meanings about 
relationships . This includes the wider 
peer dynamics and social contexts 
and networks within which they 
are operating . These dynamics and 
contexts may create opportunities 
for or constrain choices within 
relationships and entail opportunity 
structures and power disparities that 
may shape these processes (see 
Hirsh and Khan, 2022) . Exiting an 
unhealthy or toxic relationship seems 
to require a supportive wider context 
that validates and makes possible 
this course of action . 

Intervening to challenge unhealthy 
or toxic interactions and behaviours 
likewise requires a context in which 
such action is not deemed too costly 
given other social motivations and 
imperatives . On the other hand, there 
was extensive mention, particularly 
among young people, of learning 
who one’s ‘true’ friends are, based 
on perceptions of mutuality, effort, 
and reciprocity during the (admittedly 
not always ideal) period of only being 
able to interact via virtual online 
methods . There was, therefore, a 
perception of enhanced choice and 
freedom for some young people, 
while others experienced more 
constrained choice .   

It is also important to identify where 
and how individuals have formed 
meaning and subjectivity about 
relationships and to encourage 
critical reflection and consciousness 
about these processes . Participants 
variously described holding 
assumptions about and having 
reflected on what it means for them 
and others to behave in healthy and 
positive ways; how have they learnt 
that? What may be the beliefs and 
values this sit underneath these 
assumptions and meanings? Given 
the importance of vicarious and 
experiential learning and modelling 
to participants, it is necessary to 
identify both who and what has been 
impactful on their perceptions and 
attitudes . Attitudes toward digital 
intimacies, for example, were often 
framed in terms of cautionary tales 
and personal experiences of non-
consensual behaviour and there 
is an opportunity here to examine 
how seemingly taken-for-granted 
beliefs are constructed within a 
social context . Likewise with peer 
and familial influence, participants 
seemed to have been exposed 
and are continuing to be exposed 
to messages about themselves 
and the meanings and purposes of 
relationships . Which of these resonate 
and why? How may particular 
messages create space for or delimit 
particular conceptualisations of the 
self, subjectivity, and relationality? 
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There are implications of these 
questions for RSE; the young adults, in 
particular, varied in their perspectives 
on RSE, with some feeling that it is 
not necessary to deliver RSE formally 
and in the classroom, while other 
young adults and young people 
bemoaned what they considered to 
be substandard quality and quantity 
of RSE . It is important, therefore, to 
consider the rationale for RSE and how 
to ensure it resonates with all young 
people (see Buck and Parrotta, 2014) .  

At essence, relationality, sociality, and 
interconnection with others are not 
fixed entities about which individuals 
need to learn an objective truth 
and achieve an objective standard 
of health and wellbeing . They are 
fluid and dynamic across time and 
context, as well as deeply personally 
significant and unique . Supporting 
healthy and positive relationships 
seems less about the transfer of 
knowledge and more about creating 
opportunities to practice and develop 
skills, whereby relationships are a 
skill not a state (see Bagwell and 
Schmidt, 2011; Furman and Winkles, 
2012) . These skills are, perhaps, 
socio-emotional in nature and are 
a collective as well as individual 
endeavour . It is not just a matter of 
an individual person’s characteristics 
but the intersections between 
intraindividual and interindividual 
relationality and the wider contexts 
and “groups in which they [this 
relationality] are embedded” (Branje 
et al ., 2012, 260; also see Bagwell and 
Schmidt, 2011) . 

The period of lockdown to which  
we have been subject in various 
ways across the globe had disruptive 
and, potentially, destructive impacts 
on sociality and relationality . As 
we emerge out of this period it is 
important, first, to recognise the lived 
experiences of those articulating 
stories of trauma and distress . It is 
then, more broadly, necessary to 
capture the moment of reflexivity 
around change that has occurred . 
What are individuals’ visions, or 
projects, for their relationships?  
How can we create contexts and 
cultures that support healthy and 
positive relationships? 

There is, unfortunately, seemingly 
little guidance about how to address 
healthy and positive relationships as 
skills and as contextually contingent . 
In line with the concept of projects, 
it is likely to be necessary to focus 
on self-knowledge and relationships 
with oneself, before moving on to 
relationships with others (Hancock 
and Barker, 2018) . Within international 
standards documents, there is some 
framing of healthy relationships in 
terms of rights, skills, and knowledge 
that can be learned and practiced, 
such as communication, rather than 
fixed traits or virtues that are either 
possessed or not (UNESCO, 2018; 
WHO, 2010) . 
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While it may then be tempting to  
still attempt to quantify the impact  
on young people in terms of the 
extent to which they have absorbed 
and can re-articulate what they have 
learnt from educational interventions, 
we would suggest that different 
metrics are required . As was apparent 
across the data, participants were 
conflicted and ambivalent about 
different experiences and dimensions 
to relationships . 

A more fruitful endeavour may be 
to aim to improve their awareness 
of and critical reflexivity about 
themselves, others, and the contexts 
and dynamics around them, with 
the view to supporting agentic self-
determination and change within 
their interpersonal relations and 
interactions . Paiva (2005) for example, 
suggests that it is the process of 
learning and attitude and belief 
formation and change through which 
young people develop as citizens that 
matters most .   
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STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS
At the very least, it is vital to understand 
that socio-relational experiences of 
lockdown were not uniform . Young 
people and young adults had a variety 
of stories to tell, some more poignant 
and, perhaps, disturbing than others . 
All, however, wanted to tell their stories . 
Their readiness and willingness to tell 
their stories perhaps points to sample 
bias; what about those who had not 
yet fully reengaged in the spaces from 
which participants were recruited, or 
for other reasons, just did not want 
to participate in the research? There 
were also other limitations of the 
methodological approach . With the 
young adults, we typically generated 
individual-level accounts and while 
many referred to wider social contexts 
and relational networks, we were reliant 
on their personal perspectives and 
cannot situate their accounts in terms 
of the significant others to whom they 
referred . With the young people, we 
were able to observe their interactions 
within the social milieu of the group 
discussion context but again, the wider 
contexts to which they referred were 
not directly accessible to us, neither 
were any more personal perspectives 
or experiences that participants did not 
wish to share in the group environment .

Another potential criticism levelled 
at the study is that the data pertains 
to subjective understandings and 
perspectives . We cannot generalise 
anything reported here to the wider 
population of young people and young 
adults in England who experienced 
lockdown and there is no scope to draw 
any cause or effect inferences . Instead, 
we are reliant on what the participants 
believed and perceived to be the case . 
Perhaps, however, this is a strength of 
the study . The data powerfully shows 
the significance of subjectivity and 
perceptual and experiential knowledge 
to how individuals make sense of 
themselves and their relationships . 
Post-lockdown, we would argue that 
generating critical reflexivity and 
consciousness is vital to supporting 
healthy and positive relationships . 

We do not claim that the findings and 
recommendations are reflective of 
all young people’s or young adults’ 
experiences and perspectives . As 
noted above, there will be those 
who were unable or unwilling to 
participate . We also recognise that 
more young adult women participated 
than men and that a lot of the 
participants were white and living in 
south-east England . 
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While there was some diversity in 
sexual orientation, we also note 
that most interviews and group 
discussions focused on heterosexual 
relationships and experiences, even 
when participants identified as non-
heterosexual . As has been found in 
research studies, heteronormativity 
seems to dominate when speaking 
about relationships . While some 
participants spoke about other 
perspectives, this was often done in 
terms of the trials and tribulations of 
being LGBTQ+ . 

Likewise, there was some ethnic 
diversity in the sample, but we 
acknowledge that the depiction of 
relationships in this report may be 
biased toward western/global north 
perspectives by virtue of having 
been conducted in England and it 
is important to consider different 
cultural perspectives (see Schneider, 
Lee and Alvarez-Valdivia, 2012) . 
We recommend that further work 
is done to include diverse groups . 
While the fact that the methods in 
this study were participant-led and 
unstructured/iterative meant we were 
able to foreground the voices of our 
participants, we also suggest that 
more targeted work is done to further 
explore specific themes of interest 
that emerged from the data, as well 
as issues that were not raised by 
participants here . 



150 References

REFERENCES
Abbott, K., Weckesser, A., & Egan, H. (2021). ‘Everyone knows someone in an unhealthy 
relationship’: young people’s talk about intimate heterosexual relationships in England. Sex 
Education, 21(3), 304-318.

Albury, K., & Byron, P. (2016). Safe on my phone? Same-sex attracted young people’s 
negotiations of intimacy, visibility, and risk on digital hook-up apps. Social Media & 
Society, 2(4), 2056305116672887.

Bagwell, C. L., & Schmidt, M. E. (2011). The friendship quality of overtly and relationally 
victimized children. Merrill-Palmer Quarterly (1982-), 158-185.

Barter, C., Stanley, N., Wood, M., Lanau, A., Aghtaie, N., Larkins, C., & Øverlien, C. (2017). 
Young people’s online and face-to-face experiences of interpersonal violence and abuse and 
their subjective impact across five European countries. Psychology of Violence, 7(3), 375.

Bay-Cheng, L. Y. (2012). Recovering empowerment: De-personalizing and re-politicizing 
adolescent female sexuality. Sex Roles, 66(11), 713-717.

Bianchi, D., Morelli, M., Baiocco, R., & Chirumbolo, A. (2021). Individual differences and 
developmental trends in sexting motivations. Current Psychology, 40(9), 4531-4540.

Branje, S., Keijsers, L., van Doorn, M., & Meeus, W. (2012). Interpersonal and intrapersonal 
processes in the development of adolescent relationships. In B. Laursen, & W. A. Collins 
(Eds.), Relationship pathways: From adolescence to young adulthood (pp. 257-276). 
Thousand Oaks, California: Sage.  

Brooks, S. K., Webster, R. K., Smith, L. E., Woodland, L., Wessely, S., Greenberg, N., & 
Rubin, G. J. (2020). The psychological impact of quarantine and how to reduce it: rapid 
review of the evidence. The Lancet, 395(10227), 912-920.

Buck, A., & Parrotta, K. (2014). Students teach sex education: Introducing alternative 
conceptions of sexuality. Sex Education, 14(1), 67-80.

Chow, C., Roelse, H., Buhrmester, D., & Underwood, M. K. (2011). Transformations in 
friend relationships across the transition into adulthood. In B. Laursen & W.A. Collins 
(Eds.) Relationship pathways: From adolescence to young adulthood (pp. 91-113). 
Thousand Oaks, California: Sage.

Collins, W. A., Welsh, D. P., & Furman, W. (2009). Adolescent romantic relationships. Annual 
Review of Psychology, 60(1), 631-652.

Collins, W. A., Raby, K. L., & Causadias, J. (2011). Transformations in close relationship 
networks: Parent-child relationships and their social extensions: From adolescence to young 
adulthood. In B. Laursen & W.A. Collins (Eds.) Relationship pathways: From adolescence to 
young adulthood (pp. 3-22). Thousand Oaks, California: Sage.



151

Cooper, K., Quayle, E., Jonsson, L., & Svedin, C. G. (2016). Adolescents and self-taken 
sexual images: A review of the literature. Computers in Human Behavior, 55, 706-716.

Creswell, C., Shum, A., Pearcey, S., Skripkauskaite, S., Patalay, P., & Waite, P. (2021). 
Young people's mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic. The Lancet Child & 
Adolescent Health, 5(8), 535-537.

Davies, C. T. (2019). This is abuse?: Young women’s perspectives of what’s ‘OK’and ‘not 
OK’in their intimate relationships. Journal of Family Violence, 34(5), 479-491.

Dewa, L. H., Crandell, C., Choong, E., Jaques, J., Bottle, A., Kilkenny, C., ... & Aylin, P. 
(2021). CCopeY: a mixed-methods coproduced study on the mental health status and 
coping strategies of young people during COVID-19 UK lockdown. Journal of Adolescent 
Health, 68(4), 666-675.

Europol (2020) Exploiting isolation: Offenders and victims of online child sexual abuse 
during the Covid-19 pandemic. Available at: https://www.europol.europa.eu/cms/sites/
default/files/documents/europol_covid_report-cse_jun2020v.3_0.pdf 

Furman, W., & Shaffer, L. (2003). The role of romantic relationships in adolescent 
development. In P. Florsheim (Ed.) Adolescent romantic relations and sexual behavior: 
Theory, research, and practical implications (pp. 3-22). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Furman, W., & Winkles, J. K. (2012). Transformations in heterosexual romantic relationships 
across the transition into adulthood. In B. Laursen & W.A. Collins (Eds.) Relationship pathways: 
From adolescence to young adulthood (pp. 3191-213). Thousand Oaks, California: Sage.

Girlguiding UK. (2020). Girls’ attitudes survey: A snapshot of girls’ and young women’s lives. 
Available at: https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-resources/research-and-
campaigns/girls-attitudes-survey-2020.pdf 

Green, K. H., van de Groep, S., Sweijen, S. W., Becht, A. I., Buijzen, M., de Leeuw, R. N., ... 
& Crone, E. A. (2021). Mood and emotional reactivity of adolescents during the COVID-19 
pandemic: short-term and long-term effects and the impact of social and socioeconomic 
stressors. Scientific Reports, 11(1), 1-13.

Hafen, C. A., Laursen, B., & DeLay, D. (2012). Transformations in friend relationships 
across the transition into adolescence. In B. Laursen, & W. A. Collins (Eds.), Relationships 
pathways: From adolescence to young adulthood (pp. 69–89). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Hancock, J., & Barker, M. J. (2018). The use of porn in sex and relationships 
education. Porn Studies, 5(1), 97-103.

Harvey, J., & Ringrose, J. (2016). Competition, accountability and performativity: Exploring 
schizoid neo-liberal ‘equality objectives’ in a UK primary school. In E. Reimers & L. 
Martinsson (Eds.). Education and political subjectivities in neoliberal times and places (pp. 
63-81). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.

Hirsch, J. S., & Khan, S. (2020). Sexual citizens: A landmark study of sex, power, and 
assault on campus. WW Norton & Company.

https://www.europol.europa.eu/cms/sites/default/files/documents/europol_covid_report-cse_jun2020v.3_0.pdf
https://www.europol.europa.eu/cms/sites/default/files/documents/europol_covid_report-cse_jun2020v.3_0.pdf
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-resources/research-and-campaigns/girls-attitudes-survey-2020.pdf
https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-resources/research-and-campaigns/girls-attitudes-survey-2020.pdf


152 References

Huggins, C. F., et al. (2021). TeenCovidLife: a resource to understand the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on adolescents in Scotland. Wellcome Open Research, 6, 277.

Jowett, A. (2020). Pausing for thought in ‘queer’ times. Psychology of Sexualities Section 
Review, 11(1), 2-4.

Juhasz, A., & Bradford, K. (2016). Mobile phone use in romantic relationships. Marriage & 
Family Review, 52(8), 707-721.

Kwong, A. S., Pearson, R. M., Smith, D., Northstone, K., Lawlor, D. A., & Timpson, N. J. 
(2020). Longitudinal evidence for persistent anxiety in young adults through COVID-19 
restrictions. Wellcome Open Research, 5, 195.

Laursen, B., & Collins, W.A. (Eds.) Relationship pathways: From adolescence to young 
adulthood. Thousand Oaks, California: Sage.

Lehmiller, J. J. (2020). Fantasies about consensual nonmonogamy among persons in 
monogamous romantic relationships. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 49(8), 2799-2812.

Lindberg, L. D., VandeVusse, A., Mueller, J., & Kirstein, M. (2020). Early impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic: Findings from the 2020 Guttmacher survey of reproductive health 
experiences. New York: Guttmacher Institute. Available at: https://www.guttmacher.org/sites/
default/files/report_pdf/early-impacts-covid-19-pandemic-findings-2020-guttmacher-survey-
reproductive-health.pdf 

Maes, C., & Vandenbosch, L. (2022). Physically distant, virtually close: Adolescents’ sexting 
behaviors during a strict lockdown period of the COVID-19 pandemic. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 126, 107033.

Maxwell, K.J., Bosó Pérez, R., Reid, D., Freeman, L., Menezes, D., Sonnenberg, P., Field, 
N., & Mitchell, K.R. (2022). Balancing risk, intimacy and (non)compliance: a qualitative study 
of sex across household during COVID-19 social restrictions, Culture, Health & Sexuality, 
DOI: 10.1080/13691058.2022.2078507 

McGeeney, E., & Hanson, E. (2017). Digital Romance: A research project exploring young 
people’s use of technology in their romantic relationships and love lives. London: National 
Crime Agency and Brook. Available at: https://www.basw.co.uk/resources/digital-romance-
research-project-exploring-young-people%E2%80%99s-use-technology-their-romantic 

McGlynn, C., Rackley, E., & Houghton, R. (2017). Beyond ‘revenge porn’: The continuum of 
image-based sexual abuse. Feminist Legal Studies, 25(1), 25–46.

McKinlay, A. R., May, T., Dawes, J., Fancourt, D., & Burton, A. (2022). ‘You’re just there, 
alone in your room with your thoughts’: a qualitative study about the psychosocial impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic among young people living in the UK. BMJ Open, 12(2), e053676.

Mercer, C., et al. (2021). O05. 5 Early impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on sexual 
behaviour in Britain: Findings from a large, quasi-representative survey (Natsal-COVID). 
Sexually Transmitted Infections, 97, A27. 

https://www.guttmacher.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/early-impacts-covid-19-pandemic-findings-2020-guttmacher-survey-reproductive-health.pdf
https://www.guttmacher.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/early-impacts-covid-19-pandemic-findings-2020-guttmacher-survey-reproductive-health.pdf
https://www.guttmacher.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/early-impacts-covid-19-pandemic-findings-2020-guttmacher-survey-reproductive-health.pdf
https://www.basw.co.uk/resources/digital-romance-research-project-exploring-young-people%E2%80%99s-use-technology-their-romantic
https://www.basw.co.uk/resources/digital-romance-research-project-exploring-young-people%E2%80%99s-use-technology-their-romantic


153

Meyer, I. H. (2003). Prejudice, social stress, and mental health in lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
populations: conceptual issues and research evidence. Psychological Bulletin, 129(5), 674-697.

Munasinghe, S., Sperandei, S., Freebairn, L., Conroy, E., Jani, H., Marjanovic, S., & Page, A. 
(2020). The impact of physical distancing policies during the COVID-19 pandemic on health 
and well-being among Australian adolescents. Journal of Adolescent Health, 67(5), 653-661.

Nelson, E. E., Jarcho, J. M., & Guyer, A. E. (2016). Social re-orientation and brain development: 
An expanded and updated view. Developmental Cognitive Neuroscience, 17, 118-127.

O’Sullivan, K., Clark, S., McGrane, A., Rock, N., Burke, L., Boyle, N., Joksimovic, N., & 
Marshall, K. (2021). A qualitative study of child and adolescent mental health during the 
COVID-19 pandemic in Ireland. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public 
Health, 18(3),1062.

Office for National Statistics. (2021). Children’s online behaviour in England 
and Wales: Year Ending March 2020. London: ONS. Available at: https://
www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/
childrensonlinebehaviourinenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2020#:~:text=An%20
estimated%20682%2C000%20children%20spoke,19%25%20compared%20with%2014%25

Orben, A., Tomova, L., & Blakemore, S. J. (2020). The effects of social deprivation on 
adolescent development and mental health. The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health, 4(8), 634-
640.

Paiva, V. (2005). Analysing sexual experiences through ‘scenes’: a framework for the 
evaluation of sexuality education. Sex Education, 5(4), 345-358.

Panzeri, M., Ferrucci, R., Cozza, A., & Fontanesi, L. (2020). Changes in sexuality and 
quality of couple relationship during the COVID-19 lockdown. Frontiers in Psychology, 2523.

Pietromonaco, P. R., & Beck, L. A. (2019). Adult attachment and physical health. Current 
Opinion in Psychology, 25, 115-120.

Pietromonaco, P. R., & Collins, N. L. (2017). Interpersonal mechanisms linking close 
relationships to health. American Psychologist, 72(6), 531.

Prince’s Trust, & YouGov. (2020). Young people in lockdown: A report by the Prince’s Trust 
and YouGov. London: The Prince’s Trust. Available at: https://www.princes-trust.org.uk/
about-the-trust/news-views/young-people-in-lockdown 

Raque-Bogdan, T. L., Ericson, S. K., Jackson, J., Martin, H. M., & Bryan, N. A. (2011). 
Attachment and mental and physical health: Self-compassion and mattering as 
mediators. Journal of counseling psychology, 58(2), 272-278.

Renold, E. (2019). Special issue, PhEmaterialism: Response-able research and pedagogy. 
Reconceptualizing Educational Research Methodology, 10(2-3).

Ringrose, J. Whitehead, S., & Regehr, K. (2021). ‘Wanna trade?’: Cisheteronormative 
homosocial masculinity and the normalization of abuse in youth digital sexual image 
exchange. Journal of Gender Studies, 31(2), 243-261. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/childrensonlinebehaviourinenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2020#:~:text=An%20estimated%20682%2C000%20children%20spoke,19%25%20compared%20with%2014%25
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/childrensonlinebehaviourinenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2020#:~:text=An%20estimated%20682%2C000%20children%20spoke,19%25%20compared%20with%2014%25
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/childrensonlinebehaviourinenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2020#:~:text=An%20estimated%20682%2C000%20children%20spoke,19%25%20compared%20with%2014%25
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/childrensonlinebehaviourinenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2020#:~:text=An%20estimated%20682%2C000%20children%20spoke,19%25%20compared%20with%2014%25
https://www.princes-trust.org.uk/about-the-trust/news-views/young-people-in-lockdown
https://www.princes-trust.org.uk/about-the-trust/news-views/young-people-in-lockdown


154 References

Salzano, G., Passanisi, S., Pira, F., Sorrenti, L., La Monica, G., Pajno, G. B., Pecoraro, M., 
& Lombardo, F. (2021). Quarantine due to the COVID-19 pandemic from the perspective of 
adolescents: the crucial role of technology. Italian Journal of Pediatrics, 47(1), 1-5.

Schneider, B. H., Lee, M. D, & Alvarez-Valdivia, I. (2012). Adolescent friendship bonds in 
cultures of connectedness. In B. Laursen & W. A. Collins (Eds.). Relationship pathways: 
From adolescence to young adulthood (pp. 113-134). Thousand Oaks, California: Sage.

Scott, R.H., Smith, C., Formby, E., Hadley, A., Hallgarten, L., Hoyle, A., Marston, C., McKee, 
A., & Tourountsis, D. (2020). What and how: doing good research with young people, digital 
intimacies, and relationships and sex education. Sex Education, 20(6), 675-691.

Setty, E., Ringrose, J., & Regehr, K. (2022). Digital sexual violence and the gendered 
constraints on consent in youth image sharing. In M.A.H. Horvath & J.M. Brown (Eds.) Rape: 
Challenging contemporary thinking – 10 years on (pp.45- 61). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.  

Setty, E. (2019). Meanings of bodily and sexual expression in youth sexting culture: Young 
women’s negotiation of gendered risks and harms. Sex Roles, 80(9), 586-606.

Setty, E. (2020). Risk and harm in youth sexting culture: Young people’s perspectives. 
London: Routledge.

Shanahan, L., Steinhoff, A., Bechtiger, L., Murray, A. L., Nivette, A., Hepp, U., Ribeaud, D., 
& Eisner, M. (2020). Emotional distress in young adults during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
Evidence of risk and resilience from a longitudinal cohort study. Psychological Medicine, 
52(5), 824-833.

Smahel, D., Machackova, H., Mascheroni, G., Dedkova, L., Staksrud, E., Ólafsson, K., 
Livingstone, S., & Hasebrink, U. (2020). EU Kids Online 2020: Survey results from 19 countries. 
Available at: https://www.eukidsonline.ch/files/Eu-kids-online-2020-international-report.pdf 

Stavridou, A., et al. (2020). Psychosocial consequences of COVID‐19 in children, 
adolescents and young adults: A systematic review. Psychiatry and Clinical 
Neurosciences, 74(11), 615.

Stavridou, A., Samiakou, C., Kourti, A., Tsiorou, S., Panagouli, E., Thirios, A., Psaltopoulou, 
T., Sergentanis, T.N., & Tsitsika, A. (2021). Sexual activity in adolescents and young adults 
through COVID-19 pandemic. Children, 8(7), 577.

Thomas, M. F., Binder, A., & Matthes, J. (2022). Love in the Time of Corona: Predicting 
Willingness to Engage in Sexting During the First COVID-19-Related Lockdown. Archives of 
Sexual Behavior, 51(1), 157-168.

UNESCO, UN Women, UNICEF, UNFPA, Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS, & 
WHO. (2018). International technical guidance on sexuality education: An evidence-informed 
approach. UNESCO. Available at: https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/ITGSE.pdf

https://www.eukidsonline.ch/files/Eu-kids-online-2020-international-report.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/ITGSE.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/ITGSE.pdf


155

UNICEF. (2020). Violence against children and adolescents in the time of Covid-19.  
UNICEF: Office of the Special Representations of the Secretary-General on Violence 
against Children. Available at: https://www.unicef.org/lac/media/19616/file/violencia-against-
children-and-adolescents-in-the-time-of-covid19.pdf  

Vanden Abeele, M. M. (2016). Mobile youth culture: A conceptual development. Mobile 
Media & Communication, 4(1), 85-101.

Van Ouytsel, J., Walrave, M., & Ponnet, K. (2019). Sexting within adolescents' romantic 
relationships: How is it related to perceptions of love and verbal conflict?. Computers in 
Human Behavior, 97, 216-221.

Veenstra, R., & Dijkstra, J. K. (2011). Transformations in adolescent peer networks. In 
B. Laursen, & W. A. Collins (Eds.), Relationship pathways: From adolescence to young 
adulthood (pp. 135-154). Thousand Oaks, California: Sage. 

Vizard, T., Davis, J., White, E., & Beynon, B. (2020). Coronavirus and depression 
in adults, Great Britain: June 2020. London: Office for National Statistics. Available 
at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/articles/
coronavirusanddepressioninadultsgreatbritain/june2020 

Wang, V., & Edwards, S. (2016). Strangers are friends I haven't met yet: a positive approach 
to young people's use of social media. Journal of Youth Studies, 19(9), 1204-1219.

World Health Organization. (2010). Standards for sexuality education in Europe: A 
framework for policy-makers, educational and healthy authorities and specialists. WHO 
Regional Office for Europe and BZgA. Available at: https://www.icmec.org/wp-content/
uploads/2016/06/WHOStandards-for-Sexuality-Ed-in-Europe.pdf

Wignall, L., Portch, E., McCormack, M., Owens, R., Cascalheira, C. J., Attard-Johnson, J., 
& Cole, T. (2021). Changes in sexual desire and behaviors among UK young adults during 
social lockdown due to COVID-19. The Journal of Sex Research, 58(8), 976-985.

Wolak, J., & Finkelhor, D. (2011). Sexting: A typology. Durham, New Hampshire: Crimes 
against Children Research Centre. Available at: https://scholars.unh.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1047&context=ccrc 

Wolak, J., Finkelhor, D., Walsh, W., & Treitman, L. (2018). Sextortion of minors: 
Characteristics and dynamics. Journal of Adolescent Health, 62(1), 72-79.

Wright, C. C. (2020). COVID-19 Pandemic and the Digital Revolution. ASA Monitor, 84(8), 30-30.

Yarger, J., Gutmann-Gonzalez, A., Han, S., Borgen, N., & Decker, M. J. (2021). Young 
people’s romantic relationships and sexual activity before and during the COVID-19 
pandemic. BMC Public Health, 21(1), 1-10.

https://www.unicef.org/lac/media/19616/file/violencia-against-children-and-adolescents-in-the-time-of-covid19.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/lac/media/19616/file/violencia-against-children-and-adolescents-in-the-time-of-covid19.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/articles/coronavirusanddepressioninadultsgreatbritain/june2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/articles/coronavirusanddepressioninadultsgreatbritain/june2020
https://scholars.unh.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1047&context=ccrc
https://scholars.unh.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1047&context=ccrc


156 Appendix

APPENDIX I  
PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS 

AGE GENDER ETHNICITY SEXUALITY

18 2 Female 26 White 16 Heterosexual 28

19 5 Male 12 Black 14 Lesbian 1

20 10 Asian 3 Bisexual 6

21 6 Mixed 4 Pansexual 1

22 9 Not 
Discolsed 1 Unsure/ 

questioning 1

23 4 Not disclosed 1

24 2

AGE GENDER ETHNICITY SEXUALITY

13 13 Female 36 White 67 Heterosexual 46

14 32 Male 38 Black 3 Gay / Lesbian 6

15 11 Gender 
Fluid 2 Asian 1 Bisexual 7

16 10 Gender 
Queer 1 Mixed 9 Unsure/ 

questioning 4

17 10 Non-Binary 3 Other 4

18 3 Not disclosed 13

20 1

YOUNG ADULTS

YOUNG PEOPLE
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APPENDIX I I  
INTERVIEW GUIDE

1 .  To start with, can you tell me a bit about your current relationship situation?  
Are you in a relationship? Dating? Casual? Interested in someone?

2 .  Has this changed over the previous year or so? 
What was your situation before lockdown? During lockdown? Since 
lockdown? [explores continuities and discontinuities]

3 .  How did you feel during lockdown, thinking specifically here about 
relationships? [whether actual, anticipated, pursued or otherwise depending 
on previous answers]

4 .  Let’s explore your experience of lockdown regarding relationships [specific 
phrasing of questions to be determined by previous answers]: 
a .) Positive impacts 
b .) Negative impacts

5 .  Let’s explore the impact of lockdown on how you communicated in 
relationships [specific phrasing of questions to be determined by previous 
answers]: 
a .) Changes, discontinuities and differences 
b .) Continuities and similarities

6 .  Some young people engage in intimate, sexual or romantic communication 
in relationships (in all relationship types – established, casual, desired 
relationships etc .) 
a .) What do you think this type of communication may involve? 
b .) What do you think about communicating like this? positives, negatives,  
     benefits, risks? 
c .) What’s been your experience of this type of communication? 

7 .  Now let’s think about coming out of lockdown and looking forward: 
a .) How have you found coming out of lockdown, specifically when it come 
     to relationships and communicating in relationships? 
b .) Have things gone back to how they were before, or have there been 
     changes that have lasted since lockdown has started coming to an end? 
c .) [phrasing to depend on previous answer] Have there been any impacts 
     of lockdown on you when it comes to relationships and communicating in 
     relationships? Anything that you like and want to continue? Anything that 
     you didn’t like and don’t want to continue?

END
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APPENDIX I I I  
FOCUS GROUP GUIDE 

ICE-BREAKER
Tell us about one way that you think that relationships have changed over the 
last year since lockdown happened?

Follow up/prompts: Positive and negative impacts? Abrupt changes? Gradual 
changes? Was there anything that stayed the same?

Discussion of illustrative quotes from the survey

We have already surveyed some young people about communicating 
and interacting online in relationships and their experiences of this during 
lockdown . We’d like to show you some of what they said and see what you 
think . You may agree or disagree – there are no right or wrong perspectives 
here, but we’d like to see how you feel about what’s been said and whether it is 
similar or dissimilar to your feelings and opinions .

PART 1  – RELATIONSHIPS DURING LOCKDOWN
First, we will talk generally about relationships, communication and lockdown .

Physical contact

Some young people said that lockdown impacted their relationships, e .g .

RESP10: ‘Yes [being in a relationship during lockdown is different] because you 
can’t see each other so it’s harder’ (15, F, heterosexual) 

What do you think about this? is physical contact and seeing people face-to-
face important? Why/why not?

Virtual communication

Some young people said that they used virtual communication methods to 
compensate for not being able to see each other in person, e .g .:

RESP21: ‘Well, we just facetimed a hell of a lot . We made sure to make an effort 
to communicate and keep talking’ (14, M, bisexual) 

What is your view about using technology to communicate during and since 
lockdown? Do you think technology can be helpful or unhelpful for young 
people in their relationships with each other? 
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Difficulties with communication

Some young people said that it is harder to communicate just online if you 
aren’t able to see each other in person too, e .g .

RESP42: ‘Yes because being in a relationship normally takes resilience and 
commitment to start off with . Not seeing each other on a regular basis just adds 
to the pressure and makes everything a lot more difficult’ (15, M, heterosexual) 

Do you agree or disagree? Is there anything else that may be difficult for 
people?

Benefits of virtual communication

Some young people said that there were some benefits to their relationships as 
a result of using technology to communicate e .g .:

RESP19: ‘Yes [lockdown made parts of my relationship better], we bonded 
more since we were talking more often and regularly so we became closer and 
opened up to each other more’ (16, F questioning non-binary, bisexual) 

What do you think about the idea that technology can help make people feel 
closer and can help them open up? Are there any other benefits?

Ups and downs of relationships and communication

Some young people felt that it could be difficult to manage communicating 
online in relationships – it was sometimes okay but sometimes challenging and 
unpleasant, e .g .:

RESP46: ‘During lockdown it was sometimes easier and sometimes harder to 
communicate      with the person I had a relationship with because we both had 
up and down days’ (14, F, bisexual) 

Specific issues to explore if needed:

RESP25: ‘Yes, we went through stages of speaking to each other a lot to not 
wanting to reply . I believe this was because maybe we were spending too 
much time on facetime and messaging . But whenever I brought this up I would 
be shouted at’ (14, F, heterosexual)

RESP21: ‘During lockdown it was sometimes easier and sometimes harder to 
communicate      with the person I had a relationship with because at times we 
ran out of things to  talk about and sat there in silence’  (14, M, bisexual) 
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In what ways may relationships be sometimes OK and sometimes difficult 
when it comes to communicating online? How are expectations managed, or 
sometimes not managed well? What do you think can be the impacts on young 
people of these difficulties?

Value of relationships in lockdown

Despite there being some difficulties, young people also said that they valued 
their relationships during lockdown and the experience strengthened their 
relationships, e .g .:

RESP23: ‘I feel our appreciation for one another has improved quite drastically . 
We both cherish moments where we can be together physically a lot more’ (15, 
M, heterosexual)

Others also said relationships played more of a prominent role in their lives 
because there was little else to do during lockdown, e .g .:

RESP37: ‘During lockdown I communicated more with the person I had a 
relationship with      because I had nothing else to do’ (16, F, pansexual) 

What is your opinion about the importance of relationships? Do you think 
relationships are important to young people? In what ways? Do you agree or 
disagree with what these young people have said?

PART 2 – SEXUAL AND INTIMATE COMMUNICATION DURING 
LOCKDOWN
We asked young people in the survey if they communicated sexually or 
intimately during lockdown – perhaps sending sexual messages or revealing or 
explicit images or videos . Many young people say they did not do this but those 
that did shared why and their experience of this . Regardless of your personal 
experiences with this, we’d like to hear your opinions on some of what was 
said .

Motivations

Some young people engaged in this communication because they wanted to 
please their partner or felt pressured to do this, e .g .:

RESP21: ‘It felt like a necessity’ (14, M, bisexual) 
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RESP24: ‘I felt pressure to always text and be romantic’(15, F, bisexual) 

RESP10: ‘Because I didn’t want to lose my boyfriend’  (15, F, heterosexual) 

Some said that sharing sexual images helped them feel validated when they 
otherwise weren’t getting this:

RESP06: ‘Not getting as much validation from the public so I got social media 
validation I think’   (15, F, straight) 

For others, it was more about making their partner happy and to support their 
relationships:

RESP02: ‘Not wanting to leave them hanging and not wanting them to seek out 
what they wanted elsewhere’  (18) 

RESP08: ‘To remain in contact’ (14, other, bisexual) 

What do you think of these reasons? In your opinion, have there been any 
impacts of lockdown on sexual communication (e .g . how common it is, why 
people do it, etc .)?

Benefits of sexual communication

These were some of the words that young people shared about the benefits of 
sexual communication:
• ‘empowering… boost confidence’ (18)
• ‘emotionally honest’ (18 M, straight-ish) 
• ‘closer’ (14 f straight; 15 f heterosexual; 16 F pansexual)
• ‘validation and boredom relief’ (16 F straight)
• ‘learned more about people’ (14 M bisexual)
• ‘now have a boyfriend’ (14 F bisexual)
• ‘healthy relationships’ (16 f lesbian)
• ‘feel great’ (15 F straight)
• ‘trust’ (14 F)
• ‘more comfortable’ (14 F bisexual)

What do you think of these motivations? Are there any you agree with or think 
are valid? Any that you disagree with or think are not valid? Are these the same 
or different potential benefits as before lockdown?



162 Appendix

Negative outcomes from sexual communication

Some young people shared examples of negative outcomes from sexual 
communication, e .g .:

• ‘broken up… . Slight regret’ (18)
• ‘lots of guilt… didn’t feel like myself… as I’m normally very timid’ (15 F straight)
• ‘sadness once ended’ (16 F straight)
• ‘got spread around/made fun of’ (13 F straight)
• ‘got cheated on’ (16 F Lesbian)
• ‘felt like I had to carry it on’ (14 F bisexual)

What do you think of these negative outcomes? Are there any that you’d add? 
Are these the same or different to before lockdown?

WRAP UP – LOOKING FORWARD
What has it been like coming out of lockdown? 

Have things gone back to ‘normal’ or are there any lasting impacts? 

Do you think education or any other interventions need to deal with any 
particular issues or experiences among young people?

END
• Thank for participating .
• Check if they have any questions or anything else to add .
• Remind them of support resources and to contact us if they need to .
•  Also that we will email them their electronic shopping voucher as a token of 

appreciation for their time . 
•  Explain that the study will finish in February 2022 and to let us know if you’d 

like a copy of the findings . 
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