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W hen I was in 
my late teens 
and early 20s, 
it’s fair to say 
that I behaved 
a little (OK, a 
lot) worse 
than my par-

ents did. My weekends in the late 
Nineties and early 2000s were spent 
having as much fun as my studies 
and, later on, my job would allow. 
And there was the added bonus of no 
social media to alert your parents or 
boss to the fact you’d been out the 
night before.

Fast forward 20 years, however, 
and I’m speaking to 24-year-old Jack 
Rear, a writer who lives in London, 
who tells me: “My father drinks far 
more than me. As do most of my 
friends’ parents. When I speak to my 
dad he says things like, ‘When I was 
your age I was doing this and doing 
that.’ But to be honest, if I go out in 
the week I’ll meet friends for dinner 
and drink lemonade, or maybe one 
G&T. I’ve just never seen the point in 
drinking a vast amount of alcohol. 
Not even when I was at university. 
It’s expensive and unhealthy.”

Jack, and those like him, are proud 
members of what the media has 
dubbed Generation Sensible. Research 
shows that today’s teenagers and early 
20-somethings have far healthier hab-
its than those who were a similar age in 
the early 2000s.

A large study that featured in a re-
cent World Health Organization report 
found that teenage drinking has de-
clined more dramatically in England 
than most other European countries. 
Researchers found that while half (50.3 
per cent) of 15-year-old boys in England 
drank weekly in 2002, in 2014 that fig-
ure was just 10 per cent.

Similarly, another study found that 
half of 18- to 24-year-olds surveyed in 
2017 had drunk alcohol in the previous 
week, which was down from two thirds 
in 2005. Smoking rates have also 
dropped. In 2000, around 35 per cent 
of young people 
smoked compared 
with just 18 per 
cent in 2017.

In fact, a recent 
study from Public 
Health England 
predicted that 
smoking will be 
“eradicated” in 
England by 2030, 
not only because 
1,000 people quit 
every day, but be-
cause the younger 
generation just 
aren’t taking it up.

In the past 10 
years, the number 
of teenagers tak-
ing illegal drugs 
has also halved 
and there are 
fewer teenage 
pregnancies, too, 
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The clean-living 
lifestyle of today’s 
young adults is leaving 
their parents confused. 
So what’s going on, 
asks Maria Lally

with government figures showing 
they’ve fallen by a third since 1969. And 
a study out last month found that 
young people in the UK want a quiet 
life by the age of 24, with 43 per cent 
preferring a night on the sofa to a night 
out with friends – and those who do go 
out ideally want to be in bed by 11pm.

So what’s behind Generation Sensi-
ble, and how are bemused parents to 
make sense of it all?

“There are many different reasons,” 
says Dr Richard de Visser, a specialist 
in young people’s behaviour and health 
at Sussex University, and a father of 
three. “People point to things like so-
cial media, which takes up a lot of time 
that was previously spent drinking and 
hanging around with friends. More 
young people socialise online these 
days, so they’re less likely to try to get 
into pubs. But there’s also more of a 
café and foodie culture, so socialising 
isn’t just based around drinking.”

And this isn’t the only thing turning 
them off alcohol. Dr de Visser says that 
Generation Sensible’s parents are likely 
to be from the social-but-heavy-drink-
ing generation. The broadcaster Adrian 
Chiles, 51, recently made a documen-
tary on the subject, Drinkers Like Us. In 
it, Chiles examined his own drinking 
habits and said that drinkers like him – 
the social, “wine-o-clock”, midlife 
kind, the “constant drinkers, the top-
pers up” as he described them – had 
become a problem.

“Generation Sensible is probably 
 rebelling a little against their parents’ 
drinking habits,” says de Visser, “hav-
ing grown up seeing what people are 
like when they drink too much. Young 
people have always rejected the ways 
of their parents: when a lot of fathers 
had beards, their sons wanted to be 
clean-shaven. When fathers became 
clean shaven, their 20-something sons 
wanted beards. 

“It’s the same with music and fash-
ion. Each generation looks at their 
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 parents and, either consciously or sub-
consciously, tries to be different.

“And they learn lessons from their 
behaviour. If it’s seen that older people 
sit around drinking too much, being a 
little embarrassing, it may turn their 
children off drinking.”

Hilda Burke, a family psychothera-
pist, agrees: “Among my clients, I abso-
lutely see signs of Generation Sensible. 
The 40- and 50-somethings are the 
ones who tend to drink more than is 
good for them. But the flip side is, the 
20-somethings are the ones who worry 
more than is good for them. Anxiety 
among that age group is definitely on 
the rise.”

Because as sensible as they may be, it 
seems Generation Sensible is no hap-
pier for it, with mental health problems 
among young people at an all-time 
high. Teachers, doctors and MPs re-
cently warned of an “intolerable” men-
tal health crisis among teenagers and 
young adults, with rates of anxiety, self 
harm and eating disorders soaring.

“Young people today seem to be un-
der more pressure than ever,” says 
Burke. “For one thing, their parents 
didn’t have to pay to go to university 
and they knew they’d be able to get a 
job and buy a house.”

The biggest difference of all, how-
ever, is the emergence of social media.

“Young people today live their lives 
so publicly and online – and the bar is 
set very high for them,” says Burke. 
“When a 40- or 50-something gradu-
ated from university or left school they 
would compare their accomplish-
ments, and failures, with around five of 
their closest friends. Nowadays, young 
people compare their lives with the 
500 people they follow on Instagram.”

Katrina Graham, 25, says this is ex-
actly what happened to her when she 
graduated in 2013. “I wasn’t sure what I 
wanted to do, and all I could see on Ins-
tagram were these glossy posts from 
people my age getting great jobs, then 
being promoted, getting engaged, or 

travelling somewhere amazing. My so-
cial media feed can often feel like a 
constant tick-list of what I should be 
achieving in life. It’s hard not to feel the 
pressure to keep up, which means con-
stantly striving. Our year was also the 
first to introduce the A* grade for A-
levels, which the best universities 
wanted, which ramped up the pressure 
further. Being an “A-student” was no 
longer good enough.”

Graham says the pressure to be per-
fect on social media isn’t just about 
keeping up with her peers, but extends 
to the workplace too: “My generation 
have always been very aware that em-
ployers, or potential employers, may 
be looking at our social media profiles. 

So you have to show the best version of 
yourself. Which is basically hard work-
ing, high achieving, being healthy, and 
not being drunk or making mistakes by 
saying or doing silly things.”

“Social media has made young peo-
ple terrified of making mistakes,” 
agrees Cary Cooper, a professor of 
health and psychology at the Univer-
sity of Manchester. “Mistakes go every-
where these days, so young people 
have to keep their slate clean – or at 
least appear to. Along with other fac-
tors, this feeds into this fear of failure 
and the curse of perfectionism that I 
see among so many of my students. 
They’re sensible, yes, but they’re also 
huge worriers.

“They are also slightly fussier 
about their careers. I recently met 
with the heads of 36 major employers 
in London and we discussed how to-
day’s graduates want to work for 
companies who put their health and 
well-being on the agenda. Graduates 
today are more interested in flexible 
working, a good work/life balance 
and employee wellness, rather than 
huge bonuses and burnout. Again, 
like shunning drinking or smoking, 
that’s something they’ve learnt by 
looking at their parents’ generation 
and thinking, ‘No thanks, that’s not 
for me’.”

Prof Cooper says the explosion of 
wellness and health awareness is a 
major contributing factor behind the 
rise of Generation Sensible. Graham 
agrees: “None of my friends smoke, 
or drink that much, and there’s a 
big  drive towards being healthy. I 
have friends who are vegan or follow 
the paleo diet and talk about it end-
lessly on social media. Binge drink-
ing and being unhealthy aren’t a 
badge of honour, but rather are 
frowned upon.”

As Prof Cooper puts it: “These days 
I’m more likely to see my students 
with a green juice and some avocado 
on toast, than a strong coffee to nurse 
their hangover.”

Before you roll your eyes in de-
spair, Dr de Visser says it’s important 
for parents to accept that our chil-
dren’s generation is simply different 
to ours.

“Every generation thinks that the 
younger one is doomed,” he says. 
“Back in the Sixties, parents thought 
The Beatles and The Rolling Stones 
would corrupt young people. The 
next worried about the influence of 
TV, then rave music, then drugs, then 
social media. Now we’re worrying 
our kids are too sensible or that they 
worry too much. Trust that your 
child will come through it all OK. Just 
like you did.”

ExErcising 
caution
Keeping fit is an 
important part of 
young people’s 
lives, above; and so 
is social media, left

T H E GR E AT DI V I DE
‘A G O O D N I GHT ’S 
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APPE ALI NG 
THAN A B I G 
N I GHT O U T ’

SayS Rona PeRRy, 24, 
fRom London

“Many of my friends are 
definitely boisterous and 
reckless, just like our 
parents were at our age, 
but we’re more informed 
than they were. Alcohol 
is a good example of this. 
My parent’s generation 
(at least ones I know) 
drink far more than 
my friends. 

“I think that we’re 
more switched on when 
it comes to dealing with 
alcohol, drugs, smoking 
and sex because it was an 
integral part of our 
school education 
growing up, and I don’t 
think my parents’ 
generation had ever had 
that benefit. But I do 
think that being labelled 
‘sensible’ is a little unfair. 
I just think that my 
generation are more 
informed and make 
better decisions around 
our well-being. I do drink 
(don’t tell Dad!), but since 
leaving university I’ve 
dialled it down. 

“For me, getting a 
good night’s sleep is now 
far more appealing than 
a night out. I’d much 
rather have a productive 
day to tick things off my 
to-do list than wallow in 
self-pity after a heavy 
night. My anxiety also 
skyrockets when I’m 
hung-over. ‘What did I 
do? Are there pictures on 
Facebook/Instagram?’ 
Navigating social media 
is like walking a 
tightrope. There’s little 
room for error so 
perfection seems the 
only option. Even though 
my friends and I know 
people’s feeds are 
curated, the pressure to 
achieve perfection 
permeates most aspects 
of our lives, from the 
food we eat to the clothes 
we wear. 

“We’re constantly 
striving to show the best 
versions of ourselves, and 
this can have repercussions 
for our mental health 
because it fosters 
unrealistic comparisons 
and magnifies our 
insecurities. My generation 
are also acutely aware how 
quickly things can go viral 
on social media; so it’s not 
just the pressure of your 
boss seeing a drunken 
picture, it could also be the 
entire world! There’s just 
this constant pressure to 
‘get things right’.”

‘R ATH E R THAN 
B E I NG S E N S I B LE, 
I TH I N K TH EY 
ARE M O RE 
O PPRE S S E D’
SayS Rona’S fatheR, 
62-yeaR-oLd 
CamPbeLL PeRRy

“Drink, drugs and smoking 
might have been 
considered the markers of 
good/bad behaviour for my 
generation, but times have 
changed. I think that 
today’s young adults have 
learned to conform in those 
areas via a mixture of 
better education and 
societal pressures. But I 
don’t know whether young 
adults are generally better 
behaved nowadays – they 
simply behave badly in 
different ways, for example 
social media bullying, 
which didn’t exist in 
my day. 

“They are under 
different kinds of 
pressures, of course. They 
find themselves faced with 
impermanence in every 
aspect of their lives in a 
way that their parents 
were not, from jobs and 
the welfare state to 
pensions and the cost of a 
university education. This, 
combined with the 
tyranny of the digital age 
and social media, demands 
that young adults conform, 
which is different from 
being sensible. 

“The world is a much 
smaller place now owing to 
the advent of social media, 
and the upside of that is 
that it can help to bring 
young people together in a 
positive way sometimes. 
But on the whole, I think 
that rather than being 
sensible, today’s young 
generation may become 
known as the most 
oppressed yet, and that 
cannot be a good thing.”
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