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Executive summary 
Young people, online worlds, and respectful relationships education: what the research tells us
Introduction 
This executive summary synthesises the research, key findings and implications from Young people, online worlds, and respectful relationships: what the research tells us, a research summary informed by a literature review conducted by the Youth Research Collective, Faculty of Education, The University of Melbourne, in August 2024 for Our Watch. The purpose of the research summary is to inform the development of evidence-based teaching and learning materials that are relevant to and supportive of young people, to enable respectful, equitable, inclusive and safe relationships across their life course. The research summary is intended to build a broad picture of young people’s experiences of sex, gender and relationships, and educational approaches that support learning these concepts in the Australian context.
The research aims to inform the development of evidence-based teaching and learning materials that support children and young people to build respectful, equitable, inclusive and safe relationships across their life course. It examines young people’s experiences of sex, gender and relationships, both online and offline, and identifies educational approaches that support healthy relationships and the prevention of gender-based violence in the Australian context.
The findings reinforce the important role of Respectful Relationships Education (RRE) as an evidence-based framework for supporting young people to navigate increasingly complex social and online environments. The research highlights the need for sustained, age-appropriate and whole-of-school approaches that help young people develop critical thinking, digital and emotional literacy, gender equality and consent skills, while also building their capacity to engage safely and respectfully in relationships and online spaces.
What does the research summary examine?
Young people’s experiences of sex, gender, relationships and experiences of gender-based violence both on and offline.
Existing evidence that demonstrates effective educational efforts to 
prevent gender-based violence and to support young people to develop 
respectful relationships.
How available data can inform the design of educational approaches aimed 
at promoting respectful relationships, including consent and comprehensive sexuality education as part of a whole-of-school approach.
Key findings and implications
1. 	Research underscores the urgent need for a sustained, systemic, and intersectional approach to relationships and sexuality education that reflects the lived realities of young people. 
Research underscores the urgent need for a sustained, systemic, and intersectional approach to relationships and sexuality education that reflects the lived realities of young people. By integrating critical thinking, digital awareness, emotional intelligence, and gender literacy, educational approaches such as RRE have the potential to empower young people with the knowledge and skills to contribute to the prevention of gender-based violence, disrupt cycles of violence, and create a more equitable and respectful society. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
2.	Educational approaches must include an age-appropriate 
focus on issues of consent, pleasure, gender equality, 
respectful relationships, and violence prevention.
The age-related data indicate a wide range of experiences among young people, including significant levels of unwanted sex and peer pressure, as well as consensual experiences of sexual pleasure and experimentation. The data highlights the importance of including an age-appropriate focus on issues of consent, pleasure, gender equality, respectful relationships, and violence prevention. Given the dynamics of sexual and gender-based violence experienced by children and young people, there is a demonstrated need and potential for schools to play a key role in the prevention and response to gender-based violence. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
3.	Young people’s attitudes towards gender equality and gender stereotypes are formed early and reinforced as they move throughout adolescence.
Attitudinal data in the research summary reinforces the need for learning opportunities that respond to the nature of children and young people’s relationships, attitudes and behaviours. Attitudes towards gender equality and stereotypes begin to form in early childhood, with intimate feelings, experiences, and relationships often beginning in primary school. As a result, it is essential that age-appropriate teaching and learning begin at this stage so children and young people can navigate the changing nature of their identity and relationships across developmental stages. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


4. 	Young people want educational approaches that are relevant 
to their lives and relationships as well as inclusive of diverse identities and experiences.
Young people’s views expressed in the research demonstrate their desire for school-based education that is relevant to their lives and relationships, as well as inclusive of diverse identities and experiences. They indicate that they want:
Opportunities to learn, question and explore the nature of relationships, gender identities and sexuality.
To understand power, pleasure and boundaries.
Access to teachers who are comfortable facilitating this learning, as well as access to safety and support when required. 
These opportunities are essential in providing the necessary skills, attitudes and knowledge for young people in forming and negotiating safe, healthy and respectful relationships and also for their ability to understand and contextualise the materials they are accessing and being exposed to online, including pornography, deepfakes and other forms of image-based abuse.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
5. 	Young people need support to understand consent as an active and ongoing communicative practice that must be built on from an early age, over time, and in age-appropriate ways.
The research indicates the importance of embedding a relevant and nuanced approach to consent education within sexuality and respectful relationship education programs, which provide opportunities for students to engage with how gender norms, expectations and power dynamics may influence understandings of consent. The research presented in this paper cautions against overly simplistic or legalistic approaches, instead advocating a relationship-centric approach that foregrounds the importance of consent as an active, ongoing communicative practice.  
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
6. 	While new digital and online media play a role in the development of many young people’s sexual, romantic and peer relationships, evidence of their effects on young people’s behaviours is complex, showing both negative and positive contributions.
Digital technologies are a significant part of young people’s lives and shape how they form friendships, relationships, and beliefs about gender and sexuality. The online environment can offer anonymised, private, accessible and non-judgmental information and support, as well as a form of connection for young people who encounter stigma, marginalisation, and other obstacles in their communities.  However, there are also increased risks -- particularly for young women -- associated with technology-facilitated abuse, including non-consensual sharing of images, the creation and distribution of deepfakes and exposure to increasingly violent pornography. This highlights the urgent need to equip young people with the knowledge, critical thinking skills, and ethical frameworks to navigate the online world, including digital consent, the role of gender, and understand the impact of technology-facilitated abuse. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
7. 	There are significant opportunities to integrate learning on the negative impacts of the online environment into educational approaches, thereby supporting children and young people’s safety and promoting respectful online behaviour. 
As technologies evolve, education systems and leaders must understand the role and impact of emerging issues on young people’s lives and relationships and support the integration of these areas into broader approaches to respectful relationships and sexuality education. In addition, school leaders must demonstrate a strong understanding of the link between harmful online behaviours and gender-based violence and be committed to supporting teachers to engage with students on topics related to technology-facilitated abuse, the online environment and gender-based violence.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
8. 	The online manosphere is mainstreaming misogynistic 
messaging to boys and young men, having a significant impact 
on shaping young people’s attitudes and stereotypes, and on teachers in schools. 
The changing nature of gender norms and resistance in the form of the ‘manosphere’ reinforces the need for students to have safe and open conversations with trusted and knowledgeable teachers. Approaches can be informed by existing prevention work that seeks to engage boys and men in challenging harmful gender stereotypes and promoting positive gender stereotypes and norms. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
9. 	Pornography is influencing young people’s attitudes and behaviours around sex, intimacy and consent, and there are opportunities to include pornography in educational approaches. 
The widespread presence of gender-based violence in some mainstream pornography has profound implications for young people's attitudes and behaviours around sex, intimacy, and consent. Pornography sends powerful messages about gender roles and power dynamics in sexual relationships. These findings highlight the urgent need for inclusive, age-appropriate, and evidence-based education 
that addresses the influence of pornography, challenges harmful norms, and supports young people to navigate sex and relationships safely, ethically, and with 
mutual respect.
Access to information and education about pornography has the potential to help mediate the negative impacts of pornography on young people, their wellbeing and their relationships. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
10. 	Young people are seeking educational approaches that are informed by their wants and needs to navigate sex, pleasure, gender and relationships in respectful and healthy ways. 
Research into young people’s views on education and access to information or support relating to sexuality, relationships, consent, pornography and family violence indicates the importance of early, relevant, holistic and continuing education which is inclusive of diverse genders, sexualities, and abilities. Young people are clear that education opportunities should:
Provide opportunities for discussion, open dialogue and questions.
Reflect their lives and experiences, including online experiences.
Be conducted by teachers who are caring, comfortable and knowledgeable.
Young people want access to holistic educational opportunities that are not only focused on biology and risks. They want to learn about rights, healthy relationships, violence, and pleasure, and they want support to develop the skills to navigate a variety of peer pressures, relationships, and online environments.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
11. 	Young people identify the importance of a relationship-centric approach as a critical element in the effectiveness of education on these issues. 
Young people commonly request that programs addressing respectful relationships, consent and sexuality education take a relationship-centric approach and focus on developing the skills for positive relationships. They emphasise that school culture and peer relationships have a significant impact on their wellbeing and suggest that fostering positive relationships should be recognised as the foundation for all other wellbeing-focused education initiatives. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
12. 	Program and curriculum fidelity in educational approaches 
is critical to positive outcomes for children and young people.
Studies demonstrate the varied and diverse ways education on sex, gender and relationships is delivered. However, practical educational approaches to sex, gender and relationships are reliant upon the fidelity of the delivery of curriculum and teaching all key topics. Research illustrates that when there is high fidelity to the curriculum, there are positive outcomes for children and young people, including reduced rates of bullying and sexual violence, improved social capabilities and respectful regard for others, and these outcomes are strongly endorsed by students who find them valuable and relevant. As a result, professional learning and ongoing support for teachers to ensure they are confident in delivering all key topics are essential to the effectiveness of educational approaches.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Conclusion 
This research summary highlights the importance of grounding educational approaches in the lived realities and developmental experiences of children and young people. The findings demonstrate that education on sex, gender, consent and relationships must be age-appropriate, inclusive, evidence-informed and responsive to both online and offline experiences. Importantly, for these approaches to be effective, relevant and meaningful for young people, the research also highlights the need for whole-of-school implementation, strong curriculum fidelity and ongoing support to build teacher capability and confidence. 
Respectful Relationships Education (RRE) provides schools with an existing evidence-based framework to support this work through connected and mutually reinforcing approaches that address issues such as consent, gender equality, online harms, respectful relationships and violence prevention, while supporting young people to develop the skills, knowledge and critical thinking needed to navigate relationships, identity, consent and digital cultures.
To read the full report please follow this link: https://www.ourwatch.org.au/education/resources/australian-curriculum-guide
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