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Executive summary

We ask the Australian Parliament to reject the Online Safety Amendment (Social Media Minimum Age) Bill 2024 (henceforth, the
Bill).> The Bill is a poorly developed policy that is heavy-handed in its mechanisms and opens the door to further excessive interference in
the public’s media choices. This will not make the internet safer for children and will lead to harms that will be felt by all people in Australia.
Alternatives exist, and these should be explored before bans are implemented.

We represent academics in scholarly disciplines with expertise on these topics. Each author has over ten years’ experience in studying
digital online media systems and services in terms of their impacts on end users. This includes expertise on phone bans, digital media use by
children and young people, online bullying and harassment, gendered and race-based harassment, and media policy. Below, we offer three
broad domains that we see as centrally justifying the rejection of the Bill in current terms: process concerns regarding the Bill; harms caused
by the Bill, both incipient and future; and alternative paths forward.

Process concerns

1. The Bill’s public inquiry process appears to be designed to limit expert testimony. Submissions to the public inquiry on the Bill
were opened on 21 Nov, 2024, and will close on 22 Nov, 2024.° Notice of the submissions was only announced on 21 Nov, and the Bill
webpage notes a limit of 2-3 pages on submissions. We would further note that the Bill’s explanatory memoranda, which is crucial for
interpretation, was not made available until 15:50 AEDT on the 21% of November.” These constraints would indicate that the government is
seeking to restrict genuine response to Bill by limiting notice, timeline, and length of response. Detailed, evidence-based commentary from
experts is far more constrained by these limits than individual political support. Given these limits, we can only understand that the
government is not sincere in its engagement with research and is likely already aware of the lack of support for its Bill from academic experts.

2. The Bill as presented to the public does not sufficiently engage with current scholarly research. Its current justifications are not
based on scholarly consensus, and instead have cherry-picked scholarly materials that are notable either because the authors have rejected
the government’s interpretations of their research, or because the research itself has been broadly condemned. Our colleagues have noted the
ineffectual nature of social media bans,® however, these insights are notably absent from the government’s public consultation process. In
particular, we are concerned that the policy is being driven by news coverage of young people’s media use, which our research shows have
been historically consistent in terms of their hostility to media and technology use by young people.” Direct engagement with scholarship
related to the Bill is limited and uncited, however as journalist Cam Wilson has noted!® the Minister’s justification of the Bill'! appears to
reference an article in Nature Communications'” and when approached for comment by Wilson, one author of the paper stated that “I do not
agree that it provides the justification for this policy”.!?

We are especially concerned that the evidentiary basis for the Bill is largely driven by the marketing strategies for a book by Jonathan
Haidt. Haidt has no peer-reviewed publications that study children in any capacity and his book has been roundly repudiated in the relevant
scholarly circles.!* Writing in Nature Candice Odgers (Professor of Psychological Science and Informatics, University of California, Irvine;
highly-lauded developmental psychologist) notes that Haidt’s claims about large negative impacts are not supported in the scholarly evidence
from hundreds of individual peer-reviewed research papers.!> Chris Ferguson (Professor of Psychology, Stetson University; notable media
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psychologist) in a meta review of scholarly material indicates that there is no causal evidence that social media produce harm, specifically
that “meta-analytic evidence for causal effects was statistically no different than zero.”!® Evidence of large negative effects by other scholars
have been repudiated, with the evidence suggesting that young people who have experience of mental health issues in online spaces are
continuing their experiences of mental health issues in offline spaces.!’

3. The Bill has poorly constructed the problem of young people’s use of social media. The proffered solution is overbroad and
misaligned to this problem. ‘Social media’ is an extremely broad and vague categorisation of media use and established scholarly evidence
notes that all media are ‘social’ in some sense. The vagueness of this definition is present in the existing definitions established in section 13
of the Online Safety Act 2021'8 which can be approximated as ‘any service that allows online social interaction between two or more people,
at least one of which is in Australia, and which is not specifically for business purposes.” The amendments to this Bill do not significantly
improve this definition, nor does the Explanatory Memorandum. The arbitrary selection of business that have been publicly identified as
subject to this Bill'"® does not inspire confidence that the definition will be expanded to other services, especially given that several highly
visible platforms with similar functionality and equivalent or greater use are apparently exempt from the Bill.

4. We question the focus on young people’s use of social media as a harm, when other media harms are clearly present, such as
gambling advertising. Australia is the world leader in gambling losses per person,?® and young people — especially young men — are the group
most at risk of developing problem gambling.?! This issue is relevant to media policy as the government has already indicated, but has
performed poorly in terms of advancing genuine policy solutions.

Additionally, it is unclear how the age of 16 was arrived at for the ban, in terms of what practical benefits this has for young people, what
practical benefits this has above the age of 13 for reducing harms. This age is not aligned to significant social changes, and does not align
with any existing media standards for access to content that might inform such decisions. We note that the only source that we are aware of
that suggests 16 as the appropriate age to begin social media use comes from Haidt’s work. In proposing this age, Haidt freely admits is a
‘conversation starter’ that is based on ‘even year birthdays’ not on any research developments, and delivered with prevarications and caveats,
notably a concern over ‘safetyism’ that prevents children from taking on risks.?? Children need to learn to manage risk in digital spaces in
the same way they learn to manage risk when crossing the road or going to the beach — by being taught in developmentally appropriate ways
over time, with increasing degrees of responsibility.?* There are risks in online spaces, but children do not suddenly become competent at
negotiating those risks at a specific age. Rather than implementing a ban, families and young people need support for children's competence
in managing risks online.

Harms

1. The Bill will remove mental health support from vulnerable young people. There is a substantial body of research showing that
online spaces have become important resources that children and young people use to seek support and cope with stress. This is especially
true for those from disadvantaged or marginalised backgrounds, such as LGBTQI+ teens and teens from low SES backgrounds.?* These
young people are less likely to access other kinds of support services and may not have other safe spaces to independently seek help. Queer
young people, for example, suffer disproportionate rates of suicide and mental illness.?> However, studies have repeatedly shown digital
communication tools, including social media, provide them with valuable sources of emotional support,?® friendships?’ and informal
learning,?® and are ultimately linked to improved mental health.?° Cutting young people off from the places they independently access mental
health support is far from a risk-free policy — something that Australia’s leading mental health organisations have themselves emphasised in
the statement they put out about the ban.

2. The Bill will remove important social connections in a context where young people have fewer opportunities for developing
independence and socialising outside the home. Even when young people are not facing challenges, social media provides important and
genuine social connections. The idea that children need to get off the internet in order to socialise ignores decades of evidence about the
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value of online interactions and relationships. Keeping in touch with friends and family overseas,’' expanding learning by finding people
with shared interests,*? and political organising and activism are all meaningful online interactions that children and young people routinely
engage in. These opportunities for independence, socialisation, and civic engagement are especially important given that children have
decreasing opportunities for independence and socialisation outside the home.*

3. The Bill detracts from the fact that many of the harms young people encounter online are not just a consequence of technology.
For example, Indigenous young people in Australia face much higher rates of hate speech and harmful content than the national average** —
harms that are a product of racism and can not be addressed solely through a technology-focused solution. The same principle applies for
other significant harms, such as gendered harassment and bullying. By framing children’s wellbeing as primarily an issue of social media
use, the Bill obscures the very serious social origins of many of the harmful experiences young people have online. The Bill eases the pressure
that has been growing on social media companies to improve their services. These improvements would not only serve children but would
benefit all users.

4. The proposed bill aligns with similar attempts to ban young people’s access to technology, which have not been proven to work.
Comparable projects, such as the bans on video games in Mainland China, are notable for their workarounds. China’s online gaming ban
introduced in 2021 has fallen short of its intended goal of reducing the time individuals under 18 spent on online games or safeguarding the
physical and mental health of children.*> Children often circumvent the restrictions by using their parents’ or grandparents’ phones for online
gaming.*® While tech giants like Tencent and NetEase have implemented facial recognition technology to verify the identity of players, most
game developers lack the technical capacity to adapt to such measures. In addition, the gaming ban has given rise to a grey unregulated
market of intermediary platforms that rent or sell adult gaming accounts to underage users, enabling them to bypass the restrictions.?” In the
Chinese context, the restrictions have been based on age verification systems, which are fraught with a range of problems — raising more
issues of harm. It is unclear what verification system the Australian government is imposing, but attempts to automate verification systems
are fraught, if not biassed, and there are larger privacy concerns associated with outsourcing age verification to third parties.*®

Paths forward

1. There is a risk of reduced content moderation efforts by social media companies. We agree that social media companies are the
proper site for efforts, as these companies draw revenue from users’ engagement with their services and have full visibility of use and
behaviour on their services. However, this significantly eases these companies’ responsibilities to moderating and policing appropriate
content on their platforms for all users. We believe that while the media service providers are the best party for assigning responsibility for
implementation of media policies, the Bill will reduce their efforts in maintaining a quality experience for Australian users.

2. The Bill has significant compliance impacts on the general public. Despite being focused on a population of 13-16 year olds, the
Bill impacts all Australians above the age of 16 through compliance requirements. Such significant impact on users outside the target group
should be avoided. We see this as a consequence of the misalignment between the defined policy problem (which we consider to be vague
and unfixable in its current terms) and the solution (a nationwide filtering and checking of all users). This will have significant impacts on
households without children (which make up 40% of households*), as well as including excessive household governance for both parents
and non-parents alike. An effective solution would allow individuals to opt out of the Bill’s oversight either for their devices or their
households.

3. Media policy should address the effects of algorithmic content recommendation. The Bill implicitly focuses on types of online
content that come from content creators outside young people’s direct social contexts. The only exposure that young people have to this kind
of content is due to social media companies using algorithmic content recommendation to surface content that is outside young people’s
direct experiences. These companies have a profit incentive to continue doing this for advertising and data tracking purposes, and as such
this content represents a great deal of the online material that the Bill seeks to restrict.

Conclusion

In conclusion, if granted more time and more pages we could provide more evidence about why it is necessary to reject the Bill. We
assert that the impacts are too broadly felt across the country, the problem too unproven, the claims likely based too much on a non-expert,
and starting from assumptions about the problem that make it unfixable. We strongly advise that the Bill be rejected.
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