
 

 

Cyber bullying as a risk 
factor for youth suicide in 
Queensland 

Introduction 

The role of social networking (including online 

websites and text messaging) and related 

cyber bullying in influencing the lives of young 

people is an emerging issue in Australia. 

Social networking provides an unprecedented 

form of communication access for young 

people. It is a largely unregulated environment 

that can offer many positive supports and 

opportunities for young people, but also 

provide challenges such as cyber bullying. 

Research linking cyber bullying to suicide as a 

risk factor is emerging in Australia.  

 

While the incidence of cyber bullying is 

somewhat difficult to determine due, in part, to 

under-reporting, recent national research 

found 7-10% of Year 4 to 9 students reported 

being cyber bulliedi. Other studies have 

recorded the overall incidence of cyber 

bullying to involve around 20% of young 

peopleii. As illustrated in Table 1, the older the 

child the more likely they are to have 

experienced cyber bullyingiii.  

It is not always easy to tell if a young person is 

being bullied. Some of the impacts of bullying 

include: 

 low self-esteem and loss in confidence 

 increased anxiety 

 sadness or depression 

 feelings of anger, fear or embarrassment 

 withdrawing from family, friends and social 

activities, and 

 truancy or a decline in school 

performance. 

 

Table 1. Number of young people who reported 
experiencing cyber bullying  

Age 
Category 

Online 
Mobile 
Phone 

Both Total 

8-9 1% 0% 0% 1% 

10-11 4% 4% 2% 10% 

12-13 9% 2% 5% 16% 

14-15 7% 4% 6% 17% 

16-17 9% 2% 8% 19% 
Source: Australian Communications and Media Authority (2009) 

 
Links between bullying and suicide 

risk 

Between 1 January 2004 and 31 December 

2011, the Queensland Commission for 

Children and Young People and Child 

Guardian’s Child Death Register recorded 

140 deaths of children and young people due 

to suicide. 

 

The Commission’s Reducing Youth Suicide in 

Queensland researchiv has identified common 

factors known to increase the risk of a young 

person suiciding. Some of these risk factors 

include: 

 arguments or relationship breakdowns 

with family, peers and romantic partners 

 experiencing difficulties at school, 

including truancy 

 experiencing mental health issues, 
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including depression and anxiety, and 

 social isolation. 

 
 

 

For the purpose of this paper we define 

bullying as: “the deliberate and repeated 

abuse of power by one person over another.” 

Bullying can take on several formsv, 

including: 

1. Physical bullying: This is when a person 

(or group of people) uses physical actions 

to bully, such as hitting, poking, tripping or 

pushing. Repeatedly and intentionally 

damaging someone's belongings is also 

physical bullying. 

2. Verbal bullying: Repeated or systematic 

name calling, insults, homophobic or 

racist remarks and verbal abuse. This is 

the most common form of bullying. 

3. Social (covert) bullying: Indirect actions, 

such as lying about someone, spreading 

rumours, playing a nasty joke that make 

the person feel humiliated or powerless, 

mimicking or deliberately excluding 

someone. 

4. Psychological bullying: For example, 

threatening, manipulating or stalking 

someone. 

5. Cyber bullying: This is a method of 

bullying using technology, such as email, 

mobile phones, chat rooms and social 

networking sites to bully verbally, socially 

or psychologically. 

 
Suicide risk factors, such as feeling isolated, 

having conflicts with peers and difficulties at 

school, can be exacerbated when a young 

person is being bullied. Of the 21 suicide 

deaths that occurred in 2010-11, six young 

people were known to be victims of bullying.  

Case studies can assist in contextualising 

some of the issues experienced by young 

people affected by cyber bullying. 

 

A young person was being bullied at school 

and on a social networking site. It appears the 

bullying was known to his peers, but not to 

any adults prior to his death. Following the 

young person’s death an anti-bullying 

campaign was subsequently promoted by the 

deceased’s fellow students. 

 

A young person was attending a new school 

and had difficulty developing a supportive 

peer network. Evidence indicates the young 

person was being bullied at school and on 

social networking sites. The bullying resulted 

in increased conflict with peers and the young 

person’s family. The young person attempted 

to self-protect by retaliating to the bullying 

through social networking.  

 

In both of these case studies the young 

people’s experiences of bullying increased 

stressors already present in their lives. While 

bullying itself may not have been the primary 

factor influencing the young person’s decision 

to suicide, it is important that parents, schools 

and the community recognise the influence it 

can have on a young person’s wellbeing.  

In contrast to these case studies, social 

networking and online activities can also be 

very helpful for young people being cyber 

bullied, offering opportunities to access 

support resources and counselling and share 

their experiences with peers. Many sites offer 
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options for young people to ‘block’ bullies and 

report harassing behaviours. Working with 

young people to develop protective solutions 

or options to feel empowered to appropriately 

respond to cyber bullying is an important step 

towards buffering its impact and increasing 

the positive experiences that can come from 

participating in social networking. 

 

Conclusion  

Cyber bullying is a growing phenomenon. It is 

not just an individual issue – parents, schools, 

communities and, importantly, young people 

themselves have a part to play in preventing 

and reducing bullying and finding solutions to 

this problem. 

It is important to appreciate not only the 

functions of social networking within the lives 

of young people, but also its influence. 

Understanding how social networking can 

influence the ideas and behaviours of young 

people can positively inform future suicide 

prevention, intervention and postvention 

initiatives.  

The Commission is committed to monitoring 

the link between bullying and risk of youth 

suicide through analysing data in the 

Queensland Child Death Register and 

completing research initiatives such as the 

Reducing Youth Suicide in Queensland 

project. Ongoing exploration of emerging risk 

factors, such as cyber bullying, will position 

the Commission and its partners to develop 

prevention initiatives that are best placed to 

not only protect the lives of some of 

Queensland’s most vulnerable children and 

young people, but encourage them to thrive. 

 
For further bullying information go to: 
Queensland Department of Education and 
Training’s Queensland Schools Alliance 
Against Violence webpage: 
http://www.education.qld.gov.au/studentservic
es/behaviour/qsaav/background.html 
  
National Centre Against Bullying 
http://www.ncab.org.au 
 
 
Where to seek help  
Help can be sought from Kids Helpline by 
phoning 1800 551 800 or LifeLine on 13 11 
14. Alternatively, visit www.kidshelp.com.au 
or www.lifeline.org.au 
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