
Research Review
Girls and cyberspace:

Lift out and circulate

Cyberspace is an exciting, evolving space for girls to 
explore, express themselves and learn. Many studies have 
shown that girls are incredibly active in cyberspace: using 
social networking sites, writing blogs, sharing photos and 
videos, completing homework, creating online content and 
strengthening friendships. For the purposes of this summary, 
cyberspace is defined as the realm 
of electronic communication, 
including Web 2.0 and mobile 
phone technologies. 

To explore how girls are 
participating in cyberspace, thirty 
recent studies and articles were 
used. Three themes emerged 
from the literature. Firstly, 
several studies examined how 
children and adolescents are 
utilising cyberspace. The second 
theme discusses the benefits 
of cyberspace, and the final 
theme covers cyberbullying and 
cybersafety. Final conclusions 
will highlight gaps in the research 
and possible future studies. 

How girls are exploring and using cyberspace
1. Frequency and type of online usage

The Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) 
conducted a study into internet use and social networking by 
young people in Australia. It was found that girls spent an 
average of one hour and 17 minutes online per day, ranging 
from an average of 30 minutes per day for 8-11 year olds, to 
2 hours and 24 minutes for 15-17 year olds (ACMA, 2008). 
More girls than boys messaged or chatted online, visited 
social networking sites and used email. More boys than girls 
played with other gamers online (ACMA, 2008). An Australian 
Broadcasting Authority (ABA) national study also found that 
children are increasingly accessing the internet for the first time 
at a younger age (ABA, 2005). This report concurred with the 
ACMA study, concluding that girls were more likely to use the 

internet as a communication resource, whereas boys were more 
likely to access the internet for entertainment. Significantly 
more girls than boys participated in online communication 
activities, including messaging or chatting online, email and 
visiting social websites (ACMA, 2008). The data also showed 
that 80% of girls aged 14-17 years had posted their own 

material online.

A large-scale analysis of 
European studies reported 
similar findings for online 
variations between girls and 
boys. Girls preferred internet 
activities that involved 
communication, content 
creation and collaboration, 
whereas boys preferred 
competition, consumption and 
action (Hasebrink, Livingstone 
& Haddon, 2008). There 
has also been research into 
gender differences in patterns 
of searching the web. In an 
American study, distinct 
differences were found in 

the overall web search patterns of boys and girls (Roy & Chi, 
2003). Girls tended to search for web content in a horizontal, 
linear manner and were more “thorough navigators than boys” 
(Roy & Chi, 2003, p. 344).

Key findings from an American study showed that girls 
“continue to lead the charge as the teen blogoshpere grows” 
(Lenhart, Madden, Rankin Macgill & Smith, 2007, p.ii). 
Approximately 35% of all online teenage girls wrote blogs. 
The term blog is a contraction of Web log, which is basically an 
online journal. Online teen content is more likely to be created 
by girls and more likely to be created by older teenagers; 55% 
of creators are girls (Lenhart et al., 2007). Girls were also more 
likely than boys to look up health, dieting or fitness information 
on the web (Lenhart et al., 2007). Finally, girls were more 
likely than boys to have an online profile, to have used social 
networking sites, to create and work on their own website and 
to have posted photos online.
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2. Mobile phone usage

Mobile phone usage among Australian children is increasing 
(ABA, 2005). Children most commonly use their mobile phone 
for SMS, phone calls and playing games (ABA, 2005). The 
researchers in the ACMA study and a Finnish study, established 
that girls used mobile phones more than boys and that girls 
spent significant more time talking and messaging (ACMA, 
2008; Punamaki, Wallenius, Nygard, Saarni & Rimpela, 2007). 

An analysis of the use of mobile phones by American teenage 
girls explored the discourses surrounding mobile phone usage. 
Three central but conflicting discourses were found for girls 
who use mobile phones (Campbell, 2006). The first one was the 
media discourse of technology consumption for image and fun. 
Secondly, the parental discourse of the public space as a place 
of danger. Finally, the youth discourse of self-determination 
and sociability (Campbell, 2006). Mobile phones were found 
to exist at the intersection of these discourses. It was concluded 
that mobile phones can be seen to function as a “technology of 
the self” (Campbell, 2006, p. 195).  

The Finnish study raised potential health risks associated with 
intensive use of mobile phones and the internet. 7282 Finnish 
adolescents participated in the study which established that 
among girls, intensive mobile phone usage was significantly 
associated with poor perceived health through deteriorated 
sleeping habits and waking-time tiredness (Punamaki et al., 
2007). The researchers concluded that mobile phone usage 
“might entail elevated risks for girls during the sensitive period 
of adolescence” (Punamaki et al., 2007, p. 581).

3. Parental perceptions

In many of these studies, parents were questioned about their 
children’s internet usage. Some common perceptions emerged. 
In the ABA study, 99% of parents perceived the internet to be 
of benefit to their children, although 92% of parents mentioned 
at least one issue of concern in relation to children’s use of the 
internet (ABA, 2005). Most parents (92%) reported that they 
were involved in their child’s internet use in some way, but 
parents’ supervision of their children’s internet usage decreased 
as the child’s age increased (ABA, 2005). 

The ACMA study found that many parents were not aware 
that their child had downloaded or watched video from the 
internet (ACMA, 2008). Parents of girls were more likely to 
trust their child to choose internet content but reported having 
concerns about their daughter’s mobile phone use. However, 
the European study found that there was a tendency for higher 
socioeconomic status parents to mediate their children’s internet 
use, and for girls to be more subject to mediation than boys 
(Hasebrink et al., 2008). These researchers also established that 
the more parents used the internet, the more their children did 
so also.

The cumulative conclusion from this research is that girls 
are incredibly, and increasingly, active online. They use 
online and mobile phone technologies to communicate in a 
variety of ways. This is a far cry from the “male domination 
of cyberspace” that Spender suggested in her significant text 
from 1995 (Spender, 1995, p.193). Girls are at the forefront of 
cyberspace. Although there may be some potential warnings 
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about the overuse of mobile phones and concern from parents 
about aspects of cyberspace, it is clear that girls are enjoying 
participating in cyberspace and there are many benefits to be 
found there.

Benefits of cyberspace
Given that adolescents are comfortable and active in 
cyberspace, some researchers have coined the term ‘digital 
fluency’ (Hsi, 2007). Digitally fluent youth are avid consumers 
of traditional media, electronic games and web-based 
information. Hsi (2007) says that being digitally fluent has 
many advantages because adolescents can become expert 
in many practices, including: taking on different roles and 
identities, engaging in multiple literacies and multi-tasking, 
taking ownership of media creation and online expression. 
However, many of these skills are developed outside of the 
school curriculum, as youth predominantly spend time in 
cyberspace outside of school. Therefore Hsi (2007) argues 
that mobile phones, the internet and online games need to be 
increasingly incorporated into the classroom as a resource for 
learning.

Another study on digital media outlined the literacy benefits 
of cyberspace. Gee and Levine (2009) found that Web 2.0 
technologies and online video games in particular, can engage 
students and enhance their literacy skills. Williams (2008) 
also argues that young people are learning by experience 
how to enter new online communities through their reading 
and writing, and therefore gaining literary skills. Like Hsi, 
Gee and Levine also concluded that cyberspace technologies 
should be employed more in the classroom. Teachers must 
“become tech savvy” in order to mentor their students and fully 
utilise the benefits of Web 2.0 (Gee & Levine, 2009, p.51). 
Williams similarly concluded that “the evolving possibilities 
of online literacy practices may change a great deal about how 
we perceive and teach reading and writing” (2008, p. 686). 
Of course a great many schools are already incorporating 
cyberspace technologies into their curriculum. Abbott (2006) 
highlights the positive relationship that girls have with 
technology at Loreto Mandeville Hall in Melbourne. She 
describes students using Web 2.0 technologies at school and 
home, to their educational and relational advantages. 

Another suggested advantage for girls in cyberspace is 
associated with identity and role playing. Many online 
environments including chat rooms, instant messaging 
forums and online games, allow girls to rehearse different 
representations of themselves. They can experiment with 
different forms of their identity, including playing with 
femininity and gender online before trying them out in the 
‘real world’ (Kelly, Pomerantz & Currie, 2006). Hodkinson 
and Lincoln (2008) also explored the notion of identity and 
personal space though the practice of blogging, which girls are 
particularly active in. Online journals function as a personal 
space where adolescents can establish a social identity. These 
online spaces are highly important to young people, much like 
their physical bedrooms, and can play a “central facilitating role 
for young people in the symbolic and practical establishment 
of social identity” during the sometimes uncertain adolescent 

period (Hodkinson & Lincoln, 2008, p.43). 

Often the advantages of cyberspace are intangible. Notley 
(2008) argues that it is difficult to measure online benefits 
for young people. She cites Australian studies which show 
adolescents receive benefits from their online activities, 
including: civic, cultural, creative, educational, self-expressive, 
social and health benefits. International research has also 
concluded that online network usage enhances social capital. 
Higher levels of social capital are associated with better health, 
educational achievement and employment outcomes (Notley, 
2008). 

The rapid rate uptake of Web 2.0 technologies by girls, 
demonstrates that they enjoy being in cyberspace. Clearly there 
are risks which can be encountered online, but the development 
of skills in peer-to-peer knowledge sharing, collaboration and 
critical evaluation is evident in adolescents who are actively 
involved in cyberspace (Notley, 2008). 

Risks in cyberspace, cyberbullying and 
cybersafety
Michael Carr-Gregg in his book Real Wired Child comments 
that “the age group most vulnerable to [online] harassment is 
that of early adolescence (13-15 years)…and the vast majority 
of this group is online daily” (Carr-Gregg, 2007, p. 13). Senior 
Constable Susan McLean, who is a Victoria Police Youth 
Resource Officer also states in Carr-Gregg’s book that for every 
four complaints of online bullying or harassment she receives 
from secondary schools, there is one from primary schools. 

There are many different types of risk that adolescents and 
children face from being online or in cyberspace:

•	 threats	from	predators	to	personal	safety

•	 viewing	inappropriate	material,	including	pornography

•	 cyberbullying

•	 financial	risks

•	 identity	theft

•	 internet	addiction/	online	gaming	addiction	/	mobile	phone	
addiction

•	 poor	physical	health	or	tiredness	from	cyberspace	overuse

Although there are many publicised cases of cyberspace danger, 
some research has found that the majority of adolescents 
are acting responsibly when they are online. A study into 
information disclosure on MySpace, a social networking site, 
found that only 13% of adolescents had disclosed their phone 
number or physical address on MySpace (De Souza & Dick, 
2008). More girls than boys use this site but there was no 
difference in the amount of information disclosure between 
males and females. The researchers concluded that “by and 
large, children are acting responsibly in embracing this new 
technology; however, there are a significant number potentially 
at risk” (De Souza & Dick, 2008, p.143). Younger children 
tended to be more at risk by revealing personal information and 
the researchers concluded that proactive education is the key to 
reducing this risk. 



Two American studies, focusing particularly on internet 
pornography, found that 62% of adolescent girls had seen 
online pornography before the age of 18 (Sabina, Wolak 
& Finkelhor, 2008), and 60% of adolescent girls reported 
experiencing sexually explicit exchanges online (Berson, 
Berson & Ferron, 2002). Girls appear to be more involuntarily 
exposed to pornography than boys, and most exposure began 
when youth were aged between 14 to 17 years. In most studies 
cited for cybersafety risk, one of the key conclusions is that 
there is need for a “shared responsibility of significant adults in 
making sure that children have access to, and are safely guided 
through the internet” (Berson et al., 2002, p.65).  

Girls and cyberbullying 
A simple definition of cyberbullying is one that refers to 
the use of online or mobile phone technology to harass or 
intimidate another person (Carr-Gregg, 2007). A recent study 
commissioned by the Australian Government found that the 
vast majority of Year 4 to Year 9 students had not experienced 
cyberbullying, with 7-10% of students reporting that they were 
bullied by means of technology over the previous school term 
(Cross, Shaw, Hearn, Epstein, Monks, Lester & Thomas, 2009). 
An earlier Australian study reported that 21% of young people 
had been the victims of cyberbullying during the previous 
academic year (Lodge & Frydenberg, 2007). In Lenhart’s 
(2007) American study, 38% of online girls reported being 
bullied. Lodge and Frydenberg also found that girls attending 
independent schools reported higher mean scores for cyber-
victimisation than any other group. The researchers surmised 
that this could possibly explained by higher income households, 
which are more likely to have access to the internet and mobile 
phone technologies (Lodge & Frydenberg, 2007). 

Cyberbullying makes people feel isolated, excluded, unsafe, 
vulnerable, lonely, powerless and violated (Spears, Slee, 
Owens, Johnson & Campbell, 2008). Unlike more traditional 
form of schoolyard bullying, cyberbullying occurs 24 hours a 
day; the victim cannot escape from the cyberbullying at home. 
Online messages and threats can be re-read by the victim 
repeatedly (Carr-Gregg, 2007). “For girls especially, the use 
of [cyberspace] technologies is likely to represent a central 
part of their social being, an important tool for friendships 
and peer group inclusion and one that subsequently increases 
their likelihood of experiencing cyberbullying” (Lodge & 
Frydenberg, 2007, p. 53). 

Cybersafety for young people
Research has shown that girls tend to be more cautious in 
cyberspace than boys and that girls are generally aware of the 
potential risks. Youn and Hall (2008) found that girls perceived 
more privacy risks when using the internet, and had a higher 
level of privacy concern than boys. Online communication with 
strangers was found to be of more concern to girls than boys in 
another study (Gannon, 2008). 

Many researchers, psychologists and governments have devoted 
time to developing cybersafety awareness and education 
programs for children, adolescents, parents, teachers and school 
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communities. At the end of this summary is a list of annotated, 
reputable websites which provide a wealth of information on 
cybersafety. Most adolescents are in cyberspace outside of 
school (ABS, 2008; ABA, 2005, ACMA, 2008); therefore any 
cybersafety programs need to focus on developing critical 
thinking for every child and adolescent so that they can 
develop cybersafety skills to use autonomously in any setting. 
Lodge and Frydenberg (2007) concluded that young people 
must develop a “specific coping skill set that is applicable to 
cyberbullying” (p. 55). 

Cybersafety for parents
If approximately 67% of time spent online by young people 
is at home (ACMA, 2008) then clearly parents have some 
responsibility for protecting their children from the risks in 
cyberspace. Michael Carr-Gregg (2007) suggests that parents 
can even develop contracts with their children about how 
and when they can be online or use mobile phones. Treyvaud 
(2008) believes that parents and educators should also have an 
up-to-date awareness of risk for their children and students. She 
poses three questions that significant adults can ask:

•	 Content:	what	are	young	people	accessing?

•	 Contact:	who	are	they	making	contact	with?

•	 Commerce:	are	they	purchasing	online?	(Treyvaud,	2008,	p.	
96).

There is a twofold problem with parents protecting their 
children from cyber-risks. Firstly they are often not aware of 
what their children are doing in cyberspace, and secondly, 
they are unable to understand what and how their children 
function in cyberspace. Parents may not understand how to 
access Facebook, MySpace, Twitter or MSN. Education would 
seem to be the key. Many young people do not tell adults about 
cyberbullying or other negative cyberspace experiences, for 
fear that their internet access or mobile phone will be removed 
(Cross et al., 2009). Maher (2008) suggests that “if constructive 
change is to occur, parents and teachers may need to assume a 
more cooperative approach on managing online bullying” (p. 
56).

Cybersafety for schools
Every Australian school is now aware of the issue of 
cyberbullying and most would have policies in place to deal 
with this form of bullying. However Cross et al. (2009) found 
that young people were losing faith in reporting cyberbullying 
because some teachers were not taking any action or not 
recognising cyberbullying when it was reported. These 
researchers also found that the majority of staff (67%) felt that 
teachers at their school needed more training to enhance their 
skills to deal with cyberbullying. 

“In schools, education can play an important role in helping 
to minimise and manage cyberbullying” (Maher, 2008, 
p.56) The Australian Government has received a number of 
recommendations from a recent study into covert bullying. One 
of these was that that a team of young people be convened to 
inform school communities, government and policy makers 

about cyberspace (Spears, Slee, Owens, Johnson & Campbell, 
2008). A review of teacher education programs was also 
recommended to audit the amount and quality of cyberbullying 
education. In light of the literature on cyberbullying, these 
recommendations seem wise.

Many schools use filter systems and ban online social 
networking. Notley (2008, 2009) cautioned against a blanket-
ban approach to cyberspace because it can deny “some young 
people crucial opportunities to learn to use online networks 
in safe, meaningful and effective ways” (Notley, 2008, 
p.27). Blocking and restricting internet access at school may 
also prevent some students from socialising and learning in 
cyberspace if they do not have access to the internet and mobile 
phones at home (Notley, 2009). It is wrong to assume that all 
young people have access to cyberspace at home, and even if 
they do, that they are adept at using it. Therefore schools have 
a greater responsibility to these students to make sure that 
they are socially included and not missing out on the learning 
opportunities that cyberspace affords (Notley, 2009). 

Conclusions
It is clear that there are cyberspace implications for girls’ 
schools. “Schools are a critical environment for the 
development and maintenance of values and peer relationships, 
and as such, have the potential to impact on whether and how 
cyberbullying manifests” (Lodge & Frydenberg, 2007, p.55). 
Given the variations in how girls and boys use, access and 
experience cyberspace it follows that different approaches 
are needed for each gender in cybersafety education. Gannon 
(2008) concludes that it is necessary to “recognise that 
cybersites can be productive and agentic spaces within which 
young people, especially girls, might be engaged in their 
own important work” (p. 371). Li (2006) also concludes 
that intervention programs for cyberbullying should be 
differentiated for girls and boys. Educators in girls’ schools 
have a unique opportunity to train their students to get the most 
from cyberspace. It is also necessary for single-sex schools 
to teach girls to think critically and safely about how they use 
cyberspace. In particular “educators need to inform girls on 
how to cope with risks associated with information disclosure” 
in cyberspace (Youn & Hall, 2008, p. 765).

Where there is a distinct gap in the research literature is in how 
cyberspace and online education affects student achievement. 
In a large scale study exploring the use of ICTs (including 
Web 2.0) in schools, Condie and Munro (2007) concluded that 
“overall, the evidence on the impact on attainment of learning 
through ICT remains inconsistent” (p.23). There is also a lack 
of research on exactly how cyberspace benefits girls socially.

There is also a need for more research to be done on primary 
aged children and cyberspace (an issue that was raised in 
the last In Alliance article on girls and science). Children are 
launching into cyberspace at a very young age and few studies 
have focused on their needs. The large Australia studies (ABS, 
2008; ABA, 2005; ACMA, 2008) analyse the frequency with 
which younger children are using the internet and social 
networking sites but there is little research into the effects of 
cyberspace, what young children are doing in cyberspace and 



what risks they are vulnerable to. Of the many studies cited in 
this summary only Maher’s (2008) concentrated on children 
in a primary school; “little research on cyberbullying has 
examined primary school-aged children’s online interactions” 
(p. 51). It seems misguided to focus the majority of research 
on secondary aged children when their cyberspace habits and 
patterns are probably formed and entrenched in the primary 
years.

As most cyberspace access occurs outside of school, there is a 
need to educate and raise awareness in the parent community 
on the benefits and dangers of cyberspace. Few studies have 
suggested how best to keep parents informed about the rapid 
changes in cyberspace.

There is no doubt that cyberspace can be used in ways never 
imagined, even a few years ago. Girls are at the forefront 
of this technology and are utilising cyberspace and Web 2.0 
technologies for pleasure, leisure, education, information 
and for strengthening their social networks. Clearly there 
are multiple benefits for girls who use cyberspace. Perhaps 
parents, educators and other significant adults could learn from 
young people about how to get the most from cyberspace. In 
a collaborative relationship, with education and knowledge 
sharing, any risks associated with cyberspace would be 
diminished and the exciting opportunities that cyberspace 
affords could be enhanced.

Websites
http://www.netalert.gov.au/

This Australian Government site is described as “part of the 
Australian Government’s ongoing commitment to providing a 
safe online environment for all families, especially children”.  
There is advice about how to protect children online and about 
internet content filters.

http://www.cyberbullyingstories.org.au/

This website is also funded by the Australian Government and 
“presents the voices of students, parents, teachers and school 
staff with a view to informing, supporting and assisting school 
communities’ understanding of covert and cyberbullying”. The 
site contains some personal stories from students who have 
been cyberbullied, which can be viewed in the student movie 
section. 

http://www.education.vic.gov.au/healthwellbeing/safety/
bullying/cyber/default.htm

The Victorian Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development site outlines strategies that schools are required 
to have in place to prevent and deal with cyberbullying. Links 
from this site explain why cyberbullying is a crime and provide 
other resources for educators and parents. There is also a 
different section in this department website which outlines how 
to make classrooms cyber-safe.

http://www.thinkuknow.org.au/site/index.asp

This website and accompanying internet safety program have 
been created by the Australian Federal Police and three other 
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organisations. Using accredited trainers, the safety program 
delivers interactive training to parents, carers and teachers 
through primary and secondary schools in the ACT, NSW and 
Victoria. There are many informative links and pages.

http://www.police.vic.gov.au/content.asp?Document_
ID=10910

Victoria Police have created this website with links to three 
pages which discuss how to “keep your family safe while using 
the internet”. The links explore safety in chatrooms, using 
laptops and electronic devices, and online fraud.

http://www.cybersmartkids.com.au/

The Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) 
developed this site with the objective of “providing parents 
and children with information and tools to help them have 
rewarding, productive and safe experience of the internet”. The 
site is helpful for various ages: ‘littlies’, ‘kids’, ‘young people’ 
and ‘grown ups’.

http://www.cybernetrix.com.au/

Another ACMA website, this one is geared towards secondary 
school students who can learn about internet safety by playing 
an interactive game.

http://thewoodverdict.blogspot.com/2008/04/tom-woods-
complete-guide-to-stopping.html

Tom Wood is the teenager who ‘circumvented’ the Howard 
Government’s internet filter scheme. Since then, he has worked 
with various politicians to draft cybersafety policies and 
advise on cyberbullying. This blog is his ‘Complete Guide to 
Stopping Cyber-Bullying’. It will be credible for young people 
because Wood is young and highly informed. Very specific and 
helpful advice is given, even about reporting abuse to network 
administrators, including MSN, MySpace and Facebook.
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