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A growing number of young Austra-
lians are thumbing their noses at long-
established health messages — they’re
tanning, vaping and having unsafe sex
in increasing numbers.

But the same generation is avoiding
alcohol, with the under-30s increas-
ingly dubbed “sober curious” — and
alcohol retailers are finding it tough to
keep up with demand for zero-alcohol
drinks.

Memories of messages such as “slip,
slop, slap”, “every cigarette is doing you
damage” and even the impact of the
infamous 1980s Grim Reaper AIDS
campaign are fading, as experts
grapple with how to get the youngest
adults to live healthier lives.

Despite decades of work to bring
down smoking rates, the number of
teenagers and young adults who vape
has tripled in nearly five years, accord-
ing to the British Medical Journal, and
experts are trying to combat the spike
to ensure vapes don’t become the new
cigarettes.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics
this week revealed young people aged
15 to 24 were more likely to experience
sunburn than people aged 65 years and
over. Women aged 15 to 24 were more
likely to attempt to get a sun tan than
men in the same demographic.

And notification rates for all sexual-

ly transmitted infections are on the rise
— including a tripling of rates of 
infectious syphilis and a doubling of
gonorrhoea rates in the past decade.

There were nearly 33,000 gonor-
rhoea notifications in Australia in
2022, with the highest notification rate
among those aged 20 to 24 years,
according to research from the Kirby
Institute.

“We’re not getting the messaging
right or it’s not permeating within
(the younger) cohort,” Daniel
Vujcich, chief executive of
WAAC — formerly the WA
Aids Council — told The
Sunday Times.

He said some drivers for
the rise included changing
sexual practices as sex
became less stigmatised,
as well as reduced use of
condoms due to compla-
cency or a belief that
STIs were no longer a
risk.

“Research tells us

that most WA students don’t think of
HIV or STIs more generally as 
something that is relevant to them,” Mr
Vujcich said. 

“They think about STIs as things
that happen to other people.

“We know from the epidemiology
that’s actually not borne out in reality
and that young people are very 
susceptible to STIs.”

Australian Health Promotion 
Association vice-president Luke van
der Beeke also said the latest sun
protection data could point to a bigger
problem.

“The relatively high likelihood of
people 15-24 years experiencing 
sunburn versus those who are 65 years

and older can’t solely be attributed to
an assumed lack of exposure to
health marketing campaigns,”
he said.

“It would be interesting to
know if the very low number of
people (aged) 65 plus experi-

encing sunburn is a function
of fewer older Austra-
lians venturing out into

the sun.”
Melissa Ledger,

cancer prevention
and research direc-
tor at Cancer Coun-
cil WA, said its 20

Advertising campaigns from the past that
influenced behaviours relating to smoking,
sex and skin cancer. Below: The Cancer
Council’s Melissa Ledger and WAAC chief
executive Daniel Vujcich.

As the Federal Government inves-
tigates tightening the rules on
social media, surveys continue to
show Australians want raised age
restrictions and a broader crack-
down.

Survey results from market
research firm Ideally suggest more
than half of Australians think
social media is doing more harm
than good.

Two-thirds of survey respon-
dents think TikTok poses the big-
gest risk to children, but 18 to 34
year olds think TikTok and Insta-
gram are in lockstep.

A far-reaching federal parlia-
ment committee inquiry into
social media this year has been 
trying to decipher a way any
government could regulate social
media use.

The tech behemoths who own
the major platforms say children
and teens will just use another app
if regulations are tightened. 

Social workers also say a
“superficial” 14 or 16-year-old age
limit would give parents a false
sense of security.

Snapchat, X, Instagram, Face-
book and TikTok on paper require
users to be at least 13 to sign up.
Thirteen was picked as a bench-
mark in the US so the data of chil-
dren could not be harvested.

But unlike providing a passport
or a driver’s licence to open a 
betting account, social media com-
panies do not require any verifica-
tion to make an account.

Despite all the risk of young
teenagers being groomed and
abused, seeing gory videos, sexual
content, and images that pummel
their self-esteem, parents some-
how have to square up the risks
with the fact all our lives are so 
intertwined with the internet.

Even the United Nations’ 
Committee on the Rights of the
Child notes children have the right
to “meaningful access to digital 
technologies” as part of their civil,
cultural, economic, political and
social rights.

This Ideally survey suggests
there is an onus on parents. 

Of the 400 survey respondents,
79 per cent believe it is the respon-
sibility of parents to enforce an age
restriction. Half of people think
it’s the Government’s job to set the
age bar.

Social media should be tightly
restricted to 14 to 16 years, 47 per
cent of respondents say. A quarter
of people think users should have
to wait until they’re 17 or 18.

The majority of respondents
(68 per cent) think TikTok poses
the biggest risk to children, 

followed by Facebook (52 per cent)
and Instagram (47 per cent).

But people aged 18 to 34 think
TikTok and Instagram are almost
equal threats, at 61 and 64 per cent
respectively. 

Thirty per cent think bullying is
the biggest risk on social media for
children, 17 per cent point to 
negative self-image, and 13 per
cent think mental health issues are
the biggest concern.

A federal parliamentary com-
mittee is putting the social media
giants under the microscope. 

The joint select committee on
social media and Australian socie-
ty is investigating age verification
for social media use, the algo-
rithms and their impact on mental
health, and issues related to scams,
explicit content, extremism and
sexual abuse.

The committee will also report
on an ongoing stoush between
Facebook and Instagram owner
Meta and the Australian commer-
cial media companies over Meta
threatening to stop paying media
companies to use content on its
“news tab” in what is a $70 million-
a-year threat to the industry.

But facing questions about
social media’s impact on children,
relating to child sexual abuse,
extreme and explicit content, and
general body image issues, Meta
vice-president and global head of
safety, Antigone Davis, dismissed
concerns.

“I don’t think that social media
has done harm to our children,”
she told MPs.

“Social media provides tremen-
dous benefits. Issues of teen men-
tal health are complex and
multifactorial. It is our responsibil-
ity as a company to ensure that
teens can take advantage of those
benefits of social media in a safe
and positive environment.”.

Elsewhere Ms Davis has pushed
US politicians to pass legislation
requiring parental approval for
app-store downloads by teenagers.

Society had been “dealing with”
eating disorders for decades, and
women felt pressured about their
appearance from the wider society,
Ms Davis said earlier in the year. 

This week she denied her com-
pany was trying to pass the buck by
insisting app stores were better
placed to be age verification gate-
keepers. It was “very hard” for par-
ents to stay across every app their
children used, Ms Davis said.

The Facebook and Instagram
owner wants the app stores to po-
lice parental approval for anyone
under 16 to download their apps.

The parliamentary committee
is due to present its final report in
mid-November.

Time is
running
out for
TikTok
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years of skin cancer campaigns were
rarely targeted towards young people,
citing challenges with funding. 

“If there was sufficient investment,
we could have tailored, targeted cam-
paigns and programs that would
address some of these gaps,” she said.

But despite greater likelihood of

teens and young adults vaping, tanning
and having a sexually transmitted
infection, they’re also more likely to be
teetotal — or at least drink far less than
their parents and grandparents. 

Just 29 per cent of people aged 18-24
drank alcohol each month, according
to the most recent data from the Aus-
tralian Institute of Health and Welfare,
meaning it was most common that
young people would drink weekly, but
not as often as every day, for the first
time since 2010. One in five drank less
often than once a month, and 16 per
cent have never had alcohol — up from
7.5 per cent 22 years ago.

According to health insurer Bupa,
those aged 18-29 were cutting back the
most and rated the highest in showing
they would like to drink less.

The same sentiment has been
reported by Endeavour, the parent
company of big liquor chains Dan
Murphy’s and BWS, which has seen

sales of zero-alcohol drinks grow expo-
nentially in the past few years.

La Trobe University researchers
Amy Pennay and Michael Livingston
said though young people were often
perceived as out of control and high-
risk drinkers, data suggested the reality
was “startlingly different”.

More negative media coverage and
increasing public concern about the
impacts of alcohol are just some of the
factors believed to drive the decline in
youth drinking, they said.

Mr van der Beeke also suggested
technology and social media may have
a role to play in changing how young

people interact, reducing the appeal of
alcohol as a tool for hastening social
connectedness.

“I’d argue it’s easier to target young
people with health messaging today
due to the proliferation of social
media,” he said.

“The way we promote and encour-
age healthy behaviours through the
media has changed, because the media
landscape itself has changed.”

Mr Vujcich and Ms Ledger agreed
there was no need to revert back to
fear-based campaigns, like the Grim
Reaper ad — which aimed to raise
public awareness about AIDS, but
instead resulted in a decrease in testing
among gay men and contributed to
violence against the LGBTQIA+
community.

Mr Vujcich said younger 
people were resistant to graphic
messaging.

“Young people these days are
really savvy at knowing when au-
thority figures are trying to scare
them into changing their
behaviours,” he said.

“It doesn’t respect the
intelligence of young
people and it doesn’t
recognise that young
people are rational.”

Ms Ledger added:

“Hard-hitting doesn’t necessarily
equal graphic.”

However, Mr van der Beeke said an
overwhelming number of studies had
shown graphic warning labels on 
cigarette packets were highly effective
in decreasing the positive perception of
smoking.

He argued the decrease in smoking
levels, but increase in vaping levels,
was due to a lack of warning labels on
e-cigarette packaging.

“Research by The Behaviour
Change Collaborative in 2022 found
the absence of warning labels suggest-
ed to some teens that e-cigs weren’t as
harmful as smoking or alcohol use pre-
cisely because they were absent from

packaging,” he said.
With fewer young people

engaging with traditional
forms of media, Mr Vujcich
emphasised the way health
messages were communicated

had to change. 
“We’re finding our-

selves increasingly
doing our messag-
ing through things
like TikTok and
through social
media, and again
through spon-
soring things like

podcasts,” he said. “The messaging that
is most effective is really straight-for-
ward, sex-positive messaging that is
based in evidence.”

WAAC in a recent campaign
partnered with Perth influencer Tim
Collins — or 100percentthattim on
TikTok — where he tackled the subject
of gonorrhoea.

“It’s really something that was a bit
different, bit unique and that encour-
aged people to share it to a tonne of
their friends,” Mr Vujcich said.

“Through campaigns like that we’ve
been able to reach tens of thousands of
young people in ways that we wouldn’t
be able to if we took a more traditional
or conventional approach.”

The video has already garnered
more than 40,000 views across TikTok
and Instagram since May.

Mr van der Beeke said it was not the
case that organisations had neglected
health campaigns in recent years, but
the way health messages were com-
municated evolved continuously. 

“But it’s important to recognise that
health messaging is only one piece of
the jigsaw when it comes to encourag-
ing healthy behaviours,” he said.

“Health promoters consider a wide
range of factors when developing and
implementing health promotion strat-
egies, not just communications.”

THAT’S NOT LISTENING 

unsafe sex more often but young people are drinking less

‘‘ Young people these days are really savvy at
knowing when authority figures are trying

to scare them into changing their behaviours.
WAAC CEO Daniel Vujcich


