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The advent of email, instant
messaging, mobile phone calls and
text messages has generally resulted
in more efficient and broad based
communication for our society.
Teenagers have taken up these new methods of
communication with great enthusiasm. 83% of Australian
teens have a mobile phone (most prefer to text than to make
calls), nearly half don’t turn their phone off at night and nearly a
quarter will answer a text message during the night regardless
of the time it was received (one New Zealand study found that
10% of teens are woken every night by a text message). 86% of
Australian teens are regular users of net based communication
(eg via email, MSN, Facebook and MySpace) and one quarter
communicate via the net at least once daily.
Cybercommunication has many potential advantages for
teenagers. It means they have another means by which to
communicate with teachers and parents. For many reasons, a
difficult conversation with a teacher or parent often happens
more easily within cyberspace. Mobile phones can provide
an additional level of safety for teens and reassurance for
parents, and convenience for both. Cybercommunication also
means that teens have increased communication with their
peers – this can be beneficial for social skills and development.
It makes social interaction easier for young people with
disabilities, for those who live in rural areas, and for those with
poor social skills.
However, there are also potential disadvantages and dangers
associated with cybercommunication. For example, 20% of
teens say mobile phone debt has caused them major problems.

The “cyber-divide” means that teens without access to
cybercommunication facilities can be alienated from peers.
More options for communication means more options for
bullying and harassment. This bullying now occurs wherever
a student has mobile phone or net access (ie potentially
wherever they are at any point in the day), rather than the
bullying only occurring while physically with their peers as was
the case once upon a time. Nearly half of teenagers say they
have received an upsetting text message or been blocked on
MSN, and more than half say they “need professional help” in
dealing with chat room issues.
Access to the net and mobile phones also means it is
harder to monitor who and what teenagers have access to,
and in addition, who has access to teenagers. One study
found that 70% of 11 and 12 year old boys had accessed
pornography on the net. Furthermore, cybercommunication
is potentially addictive and can take away time spent on
other healthy life activities (research shows increasing use of
cybercommunication is associated with decreased sleep and
physical activity for teens).
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Fourth, we need to be aware of the potential of
cyberbullying. It happens frequently and has a significant
effect on young people’s emotional well-being. We should be
alert to danger signs, ask questions and be aware that it might
be the cause of sudden changes in mood. We then need to be
or provide a supportive person to “talk through” the issue with.
We should know how to help teens reduce their exposure to the
bullying and how to help them through this issue.
Fifth, we need to communicate with teens that their internet
and mobile use will not be completely private. Although I
don’t advocate that we read emails or texts as a matter of

