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The IRL Trial: A school-based trial to reduce social media use and improve mental health among adolescents
Parent Information Sheet
Your child has been invited to take part in the IRL (“In Real Life”) trial, to understand how social media use affects young people’s mental health. All students in years 7, 8, and 9 at your child’s school are being invited to participate. If your child takes part, they will:
· Put a research app on their phone. 
· They will then be put in one of two groups. 
· In the first group, the app will mean they can only use social media apps for 2 hours per day and cannot use them at all at night. The app will collect anonymous information about the amount of time they use their phone. 
· In the second group, the app will only collect anonymous information, and they can carry on using social media on their phone as usual. 
· Regardless of which group your child is in, they will still be able to use WhatsApp, SMS (text messages), make phone calls, and use other functions on their phone that are not part of the study.
· Do a short survey at the start and end of the research.

The research will last 6 weeks. The research is voluntary and your child can decide not to take part or can stop taking part at any time.
After you have read the information in this booklet, if you are happy for your child to take part, you don’t need to do anything. 
If you do not want your child to take part, you must let your child’s school know, by filling in the opt-out form (Document IRL_parent_optout_v1.0_21May2026) and returning it to your child’s school. For any queries you can also call or email the school. 
Thank you for reading.
The IRL (“In Real Life”) Trial - What’s it about?
The IRL Trial, run by Born in Bradford (BiB) with the University of Cambridge and London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine will test whether social media reductions can improve mental health among teenagers.
The research is important because the government is deciding if teenagers should be allowed to use social media.
This autumn, over 4,000 students in years 8, 9 and 10 in Bradford schools will take part - a chance for Bradford to lead global research.
Your child’s school is one of the schools taking part.
What will my child be asked to do?
[bookmark: _Hlk209430704]We will ask students to do two things:
1. Install an app on their phone. 
2. Complete 2 surveys (30 minutes each) about their mood, sleep, and other topics at the start and end of the 6 weeks. 
We won’t ask them to do surveys during class, so their learning will not be interrupted.
What is the app and how does the app work?
The app has been developed for The IRL Trial. At the start of the research, your child will adjust the settings on your phone so the IRL app can work with their social media apps and web browser. 
[bookmark: _Hlk227577972]The apps that your child will be asked to link to the IRL app include:
1. Facebook 
2. Instagram 
3. X (formerly Twitter) 
4. TikTok 
5. Snapchat 
6. YouTube 
7. Reddit 
8. Twitch 
9. Threads 
10. Kick 
11. Internet broswers
Your child will then find out if your school year group is going to reduce social media use. This will be decided at random, which is an important part of the research method. If your child is in one of the school year groups that will reduce social media use, they will have:
1) A daily budget of 2 hours combined across all the apps listed above, which will reset at 7am each day.
2) A block on social media apps (listed above) between 9pm and 7am.
Your child can override the app restrictions at any time if they have used up your daily social media budget or would like to use social media between 9pm and 7am. The restrictions will reset automatically the following day at 7am. 
How will your child remove the app at the end of the study?
At the end of the 6-week study period, researchers will return to your child’s school and help them remove the app from their phone. 
For Apple phones, this usually involves pressing and holding the app icon until the option to remove/delete the app appears. For Android phones, this usually involves pressing and holding the app icon and selecting “Uninstall” or removing the app through the phone settings. 
What information will the app collect?
The app will collect anonymous information about the times of day when your child opens and closes each linked social media app. For example, if your child used TikTok between 7pm and 8pm, there would be two data points: 
	Anonymous ID 
	Timestamp 
	App 
	Event 

	IRL123456789 
	01.01.2026  7.00pm 
	TikTok 
	Open 

	IRL123456789 
	01.01.2026 
8.00pm 
	TikTok 
	Closed 


This will allow us to calculate how long your child spends on each linked app each day.  
The app will also record whenever your child chooses to suspend the IRL challenge each day (if applicable): 
	Anonymous ID 
	Timestamp 
	App 
	Event 

	IRL123456789 
	01.01.2026  10.00pm 
	One sec 
	Suspend challenge 


This will allow us to see when they have decided to take a break from the challenge. 
Finally, the app will collect some very basic information about your child’s phone. This includes model/make (e.g., Samsung S23), OS version (e.g., Apple/Android), and a list of all the apps you have installed from the 10 target apps (TikTok, Snapchat, Instagram, Facebook, X, Twitch, Kick, Threads, Reddit, YouTube). This will help us fix any bugs some people might have when using the app. 
It will not collect any personal information, messages, what content your child has viewed, or any other information that might identify them. 
Why has my child been invited?
We are inviting over 4,000 young people in years 8, 9 and 10 at secondary school. Your child is attending one of the schools taking part in the study.
Does my child have to take part?
No - it is up to you and your child to decide whether to take part. If you choose to take part, you don’t need to do anything. Your child will be able to choose which parts of their information they are comfortable sharing through the app. You can discuss this with them beforehand if there are any parts of the study you don’t want them to be involved in. You or your child can leave the study at any time without needing to give a reason by contacting ageofwonder@bthft.nhs.uk or 01274 274474.
What do I need to do if I would like my child to take part?
If you are happy for your child to take part, you do not need to do anything.
What are the possible risks of taking part?
We don’t expect there to be any big risks. We have tested the app and questionnaires in a school and have not identified any problems. When your child is doing the survey, they can skip any questions they don’t want to answer. If your child feels uncomfortable about the app, they can uninstall it from they’re phone. 
What are the possible benefits of taking part?
To thank them for their time in this study, your child will receive a £20 voucher. Your child’s participation in the study will benefit other young people by giving us a better understanding of how their social media use can impact their mental health. This will help us to change things for the better. For example, if we find out that social media has a positive or negative impact on mental health, we can influence politicians to ensure policies are in the best interests of young people.
Your child’s school will be competing against other schools in Bradford – the school where students stick to the research best will win a £5000 prize.
[bookmark: _Hlk234402811]There will be 150 prizes of £100 for students in the IRL challenge group. Each day students can earn up to two tickets for a prize draw:
· 1 ticket for staying within the daily screen time limit of 2 hours 
· 1 ticket for not using apps during curfew hours (9pm–7am) 
[bookmark: _Hlk234920592]Tickets will be drawn at random. If your child wins a prize they can choose between a voucher, an experience such as a trip to a theme park, or a donation to the Bradford Hospitals Charity. We will contact you to check you are happy with your child receiving this prize.


Ethical approval
IRL is led by the Born in Bradford study team who are based in Bradford Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust. The study has been reviewed and issued a favourable opinion by the NHS Health Research Authority Research Ethics Committee [Reference number: 26/EE/0127]. 
How will we use information about your child? 
We will need to use information from your child and the research app for this research project.
This information will include your child’s name, unique pupil number, gender, ethnicity, date of birth, address, school name, form tutor, year group, free school meals and SEND status. People will use this information to do the research or to check your child’s records to make sure that the research is being done properly.
People who do not need to know who your child is will not be able to see your child’s name or contact details. Your child’s data will have a code number instead.
Bradford Teaching Hospital NHS Foundation Trust (BTHFT) is the sponsor of this research. BTHFT is responsible for looking after your child’s information. We will not share your child’s information related to this research project with any other organisations.
We will keep all information about your child safe and secure by:
· storing their data on secure NHS/university servers
· only allowing authorised members of the research team to access your child’s information 
· keeping identifiable information such as names and dates of birth separate from your child’s survey responses 
· using a study ID number instead of your child’s name in the research dataset
· deleting personal information as soon as possible.
· writing reports in a way that means no individual can be identified 
International transfers
Your data will not be shared outside the UK.
How will we use information about your child after the study ends?
Once we have finished the study, we will keep some of the data so we can check the results. We will write our reports in a way that no-one can work out that your child took part in the study.
We will keep your child’s study data for a maximum of 20 years. The study data will then be fully anonymised and securely archived or destroyed.
What are your choices about how your information is used?
· your child can stop being part of the study at any time, without giving a reason, but we will keep information about them that we already have.
· your child has the right to ask us to access, remove, change or delete data we hold about them for the purposes of the study. Your child can also object to our processing of their data. We might not always be able to do this if it means we cannot use their data to do the research. If so, we will tell them why we cannot do this.
Where can you find out more about how your child’s information is used?
You can find out more about how we use your child’s information:
· our leaflet www.hra.nhs.uk/patientdataandresearch or https://borninbradford.nhs.uk/privacy-policy/
· by sending an email to the data protection officer for Born In Bradford (Jennifer Pope) on dataprotectionofficer@bthft.nhs.uk, or the Information Governance team on Information.Governance@bthft.nhs.uk, or
· by ringing us on 01247 274474
Who can I contact for more information or if I have a complaint? 
If you want to find out more, or have a concern about any aspect of this study, you should ask to speak to the researchers who will do their best to answer your questions:
· By sending an email to the Born In Bradford team ageofwonder@bthft.nhs.uk
· By calling the Born In Bradford office on 01247 274474
If you remain unhappy and wish to complain formally, you can do this by contacting the Research and Development team on bradfordresearch@bthft.nhs.uk or Tel: 01274 383418.
Support and Further Information 
If you or your child need urgent mental health support, call 111. If someone is in immediate danger, call 999.
If you have concerns about your child’s mental health, wellbeing, bullying, or social media use, the following organisations also provide trusted information and support:
· NHS Every Mind Matters (Nationwide) – https://www.nhs.uk/every-mind-matters/
· YoungMinds Parent Support (Nationwide) – https://www.youngminds.org.uk/parent/ or call the free parents’ helpline on 0808 802 5544 from 9.30am to 4pm, Monday to Friday.
· Childline (Nationwide) – https://www.childline.org.uk/info-advice/bullying-abuse-safety/online-mobile-safety/ provides information on staying safe online, managing wellbeing, and dealing with online challenges. Childline counsellors are available via phone, 1-2-1 chat if your child needs someone to talk to.
· Samaritans (Nationwide) – https://www.samaritans.org/ or call 116 123 free, any time.
· Healthy Minds (Bradford) – www.healthyminds.services
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