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Introduction

yourtown strongly welcomes the extensive work that the Australian Government has undertaken in
recent years in relation to better understanding, preventing and addressing cyberbullying and commends
this current inquiry into the adequacy of current legislation. Cyberbullying is a complex social issue that is
affecting increasing numbers of children and young people, and there is still a lot to learn about its
prevalence and its impact on victims, perpetrators and bystanders.

Undoubtedly the law plays a fundamental role in framing and underpinning Australia’s societal, social and
moral standards, and yourtown sees that it has an important part to play in our nation’s response to
cyberbullying too. Nonetheless, we believe that any strengthening of punitive criminal laws to help tackle
cyberbullying should be limited to addressing the most serious cases of cyberbullying only.

Whilst recognising the significant emotional impact that cyberbullying can have on children and young
people - including its links to victims’ suicide - we believe that a public health or multi-tiered approach to
tackling cyberbullying is more appropriate, more realistic in terms of implementation and ultimately will be
more effective given the developmental immaturity of cyberbullying perpetrators under 18 years.

In addition, we believe that streamlining and simplifying federal and state legislation on, and developing a
nationally consistent legislative approach to, cyberbullying would support more efficient and effective legal
address of serious cyberbullying crimes by the police and other legal agencies. It is also likely to help better
position relevant legislation as a deterrent to cyberbullying through supporting an increased understanding
of the law by children, young people and stakeholders.

Given the range of services we deliver to children and young people (see ‘About yourtown’), yourtown is
directly aware of the nature of cyberbullying and its effects on children and young people. Notably,
information from our confidential, counselling Kids Helpline (KHL) service provides us with significant
insight on the lived experiences of children and young people. Subsequently, in our submission we use this
rich data, analysis and case studies from contacts to Kids Helpline in 2016. By doing so, we have aimed to
deliver further real life evidence about the nature and effects of cyberbullying to the Committee to help
support its assessment of appropricte legal responses to prevent and address cyberbullying.
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About yourtown

yourtown (formally BoysTown) is a national organisation and registered charity that aims to tackle the
issues affecting the lives of young people. Established in 196, yourtown's Mission is to enable young people,
especially those who are marginalised and without voice, to improve their quality of life.

yourtown provides a range of face to face and virtual services to young people and families seeking
support. These services include:

1 Kids Helpline, a national 24/7 telephone and on-line counselling and support service for 5 to 25 year
olds with special capacity for young people with mental health issues

1 Accommodation responses to families with children who experience homelessness and women
and children seeking refuge from domestic and family violence

1 Young Parent Programs offering case work, individual and group work support and child
development programs for young parents and their children

1 Parentline, a telephone counselling service for parents and carers’

1 Expressive Therapy interventions for young children and infants who have experienced trauma
and abuse or been exposed to violence

1 Employment programs and social enterprises, which support young people to re-engage with
education and/or employment, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander specific services.

Kids Helpline

Kids Helpline is Australia’s only national 24/7, confidential support and counselling service specifically for
children and young people aged 5 to 25 years. It offers counselling support via telephone, email and a real-
time web platform. Kids Helpline is staffed by a professional workforce, with all counsellors holding a
tertiary qualification.

Since March 1991, young Australians have been contacting Kids Helpline about a diverse group of issues
ranging from everyday topics such as family, friends and school to more serious issues of child abuse,
bullying, mental health issues, drug and alcohol use, self-injury and suicide.

In 2016, Kids Helpline counsellors responded to over 180,000 contacts from children and young people
across the nation.
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Defining cyberbullying

yourtown understands cyberbullying as an extension of traditional bullying as far as it describes targeted
and persistent behaviour that is intended to demean, intimidate, embarrass or harass a victim. However,
given the nature of the digital world and constantly new and emerging technologies and online behaviours,
cyberbullying is a constantly evolving concept. Its definition as a persistent behaviour also diverges from
traditional bullying carried out by a specific bully or group of bullies since anyone online can contribute to
cyberbullying by making or forwarding harmful comments.! Once bullying behaviour has been committed
online, repetitive bullying is no longer solely at the instigation of the original bully or bullies.

In addition, evidence suggests that the detrimental impact of cyberbullying can be more severe and long-
lasting to its victims than traditional bullying. It is thought that cyberbullying can do more harm due to its
wider reach - with cyberbullies having access to a global audience - and due to the facts that it no longer
remains in the playground but can occur in the safety of victims’ own homes, can take place 24/7, be carried
out anonymously and can remain online in a number of different forums and be repeatedly relived.?

The difficulty in defining cyberbullying makes understanding, measuring and effectively addressing it
difficult. In this way, developing consistent federal and state legal terms to define cyberbullying would
undoubtedly help all stakeholders more easily monitor cyberbullying and identify targeted solutions.

Prevalence of cyberbullying

Thanks to the work of the Australian Government in relation to cyberbullying over recent years, we are
learning more about the prevalence of cyberbullying nationally. This includes the extensive research
undertaken by the University of New South Wales which found that 463,000 children and young people - or
20 per cent of young Australians - were victims of cyberbullying in 2013.% It also includes the work of the
Office of the E-Safety Commissioner, which now monitors the prevalence of cyberbullying and most
recently revealed that 8% of children, and 19% of teenagers reported that they had been cyberbullied.

Cyber safety has become an increasingly notable issue to which yourtown, and in particular our team of
over 100 Kids Helpline counsellors, has had to respond and to develop support resources. Indeed as a result
of its rise, in 2016, we expanded our Kids Helpline data collection system to gather information specifically
about the prevalence of cyber safety issues, with the aim of informing and improving our counselling
practices and advocacy work in the area.

To government commissioned research and data, yourtown can therefore add insights from our Kids
Helpline to support and help elucidate existing findings in relation to demographics and the types of
cyberbullying issues Australian children and young people are dealing with and their effects on their health
and wellbeing. It is worth noting, however, that KHL contacts often reported cyberbullies used many
different types of cyberbullying in their interactions with them, including cyberbullying alongside more
traditional forms of bullying. Indeed, a recent study of over 120,000 children and young people in England
revealed that of the 30% who reported being bullied, only 1% reported being cyberbullied only.> This insight
will be helpful when considering the development and targeting of interventions to support victims and to

"Katz, |, Kelley, M, Spears, B, Taddeo, C, Swirski, T and Bates, S (June 2014) Research on youth exposure to, and management of,
cyber-bullying incidents in Australia: Synthesis report prepared for the Australian Government Department of Communications.

2 |bid

® Ibid

4 Research insights: Teens, kids and digital dangers - https://esafety.gov.au/about-the-office/research-library

>Przybylski, S and Bowes, L (2017) Cyberbullying and adolescent well-being in England: a population-based cross-sectional study. The
Lancet.
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educate victims, bullies, bystanders and other stakeholders about the issue, and bullying and relationships
more widely.

KHL data and case studies

yourtown Kids Helpline data system hosts a wealth of data and information about the lived experiences of
children and young people in Australia today. It provides invaluable insight on how our children and young
people feel about, view and navigate the world and the range of issues and risks that confront them.

However, a few caveats or qualifiers must be considered when examining this data;

1 Thedata represents analysis of the number of contacts - and not necessarily individuals - made to
KHL;

1  The case notes that we have analysed are not complete pictures of the lives and experiences of
the contacts but rather notes counsellors have felt important to record. This means that the
prevalence of issues we present may not be fully reflective of all the complexities of each contact’s
story.

1 More of KHL contacts are from females (73% of KHL contacts are from females, and 26% are
from males).

All case studies in our submission are based on the experiences of the children and young people who have
contacted Kids Helpline and help to illustrate the diverse nature of cyberbullying. All identifying information
from case studies presented in this submission has been removed to protect client privacy.

An overview of KHL contacts on cyberbullying

In 2016, 823 contacts were made nation-wide to Kids Helpline by children and young people who were
seeking counselling about issues relating to cyberbullying. In addition, KHL tip sheets on cyberbullying
issues were looked at 23,183 times in 2016, with 7,226 accessing parent and teacher tip sheets on the issue.

Of those contacts, 80% were made by females and 20% were made by males. These figures are in keeping
with the fact that more females contact Kids Helpline each year. In 2016, 73% of contacts were female and
26% were male. Nonetheless, 7% more female than male contacts were made about this issue, which may
reflect that this is an issue affecting females more notably and detrimentally, supporting existing research
findings.® It may also be a reflection of how boys and girls socialise differently online, with more girls using
social media and messaging apps than boys, and more boys using interactive multiplayer games.” That
said, as will be seen in KHL case studies, children and young people experience cyberbullying through all
three of these online networks.

To establish an idea of the scale of KHL cyberbullying contacts by age, the table below provides a
breakdown of contacts by age groups.

® E.g. Katz, |, Kelley, M, Spears, B, Taddeo, C, Swirski, T and Bates, S (June 2014) Research on youth exposure to, and management of,
cyber-bullying incidents in Australia: Synthesis report prepared for the Australian Government Department of Communications and
https://esafety.gov.au/about-the-office/research-library
7 https://esafety.gov.au/about-the-office/research-librar
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KHL contact ages Cyberbullying contacts Breakdown of age by gender’
made in 2016 by age® Female Male

5-llyears 8% 10% 8%
12-14 years 44% 53% 42%
15- % % %

- 8% 8% 15%

-the-office/research-library
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