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SUMMARY: AN ANTI-BULLYING SOLUTION FOR TODAY
Bullying has moved with the times. And as technology has taken it from the
schoolyard to social media, it’s become nearly impossible to escape. Unfortunately,
social media platforms haven’t kept up with the need for effective measures to
combat the issue.
Anti-bullying campaigns in Australia focus on raising awareness and mitigating
consequences. With headspace, a youth mental health organisation, we asked:
How can we address online bullying before it happens – to both protect potential
victims and prevent children from becoming bullies?
The very qualities of a teenager – the need to have their views heard, the desire
to be given responsibility, and most of all, a dislike of being told what to do –
demanded a solution that helps develop their moral compass in a respectful and
empowering, rather than didactic way.
So we created Reword. Reword works like spellcheck, identifying insulting
statements with a red line, in real time, to interrupt bullying behaviour and
encourage young people to reconsider what they write. And, as they contribute
bullying words and phrases to Reword’s lexicon, it both grows the tool’s reach and
gives them a sense of ownership.
We set out to cut online bullying behaviour by 10%. However, within six weeks, we
saw a 67% reduction in bullying behaviour per user.

THE SITUATION
Technology has made online bullying nearly impossible to escape.
In Australia, cyberbullying is a rapidly growing problem with profound effects
on individuals and communities.
The figures are sobering:
• Approximately 463,000 young people are bullied online in Australia each year.
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• These victims of online abuse are up to nine times more likely to engage in self-harm and suicidal thoughts.
• 78% of youth bullied online is now younger than ever, between 10-15 years old.
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• More victims, more bullies: 53% of kids admit to having bullied online at least once.
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• 81% of young people think bullying online is easier to get away with than bullying in person.
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THE STATUS QUO ISN’T WORKING
Anti-bullying campaigns to date have predominantly focused on raising awareness.
Moreover, bullying reduction efforts have put the onus on the victim, urging them to
report abuse after the fact and to seek help mitigating the consequences. But by then,
it’s too late; the damage is already done.
There’s been nothing to protect children from abuse happening in the first place, and
leading social media platforms have failed to introduce effective measures to combat
the issue. Seeing this pervasive problem affecting our children, we set out to find an
innovative solution to combat online bullying behaviour effectively – to shift from
rhetorical ads to an act that would change behaviour.
Research shows that the tendency to engage in online bullying increases as children
become teenagers6. Teenagers are prone to acting impulsively7, and with the
psychological distance that a screen provides, many engage in cyberbullying without
understanding the true potential consequences of their actions.

HOW COULD WE FIND A WAY TO ADDRESS ONLINE BULLYING
BEFORE IT HAPPENS - TO BOTH PROTECT POTENTIAL VICTIMS AND
PREVENT CHILDREN FROM BECOMING BULLIES THEMSELVES?

WE NEEDED TO INFLUENCE TWO DISTINCT AUDIENCES.
SCHOOL AGED 10-15 YEARS
Early adolescence is a critical stage when children are developing a sense of personal
identity and social status. They don’t like to be told by adults or authority-type figures
what to do and how to be. They have formed solid social connections with their peers
and are asserting their opinions in different areas of their school, home and social life,
much to the ‘delight’ of their parents. This group has a marked need to have their views
heard, and they respond well to being given a sense of responsibility and ownership –
indicating that they benefit from being treated more like adults.

“PROTECTORS”
These are the all-important parents, educators and government bodies that have a shared
interest in children’s health and safety. Bullying behavior being a growing concern in
most schools, educators and parents have a keen interest in a workable approach to help
mitigate this alarming trend.

INSIGHT
Examining what drives bullying behaviour among youth 10-15 y.o., and the
effectiveness of anti-bullying efforts led to two insights.
These insights focused our response to be grounded in technology that could avert
bullying behaviour - at the moment of impulse and within the social environments
where young people operate.

INSIGHT 1

INSIGHT 2

Young people’s moral compass doesn’t fully develop until adulthood. They often act impulsively,
not realising the effect their actions and words can have.

Anti-bullying campaigns to date have urged victims to report abuse after the fact and to
seek help mitigating the aftermath. We questioned the effectiveness of this strategy; after
all, online abuse persists. And waiting until it happens is too late; the damage done is often
irreversible.

IMPLICATION: CREATE AN EDUCATIONAL TOOL TO HELP DEVELOP YOUNG PEOPLE’S MORAL
COMPASS, IN A RESPECTFUL AND EMPOWERING – RATHER THAN DIDACTIC – WAY.

IMPLICATION: CREATE A SOLUTION TO STOP BULLYING BEHAVIOUR BEFORE IT HAPPENS.

IMPACT
Reword is a powerful and simple real-time alert for online bullying, inspired by a
grammar checker. A JavaScript tool/free Google Chrome extension available to anyone
online that integrates with social and messaging platforms, Reword scans not only for
individual swear words, but also analyses context and sentiment to detect insulting
patterns. When a pattern is found, a red strikethrough appears to prompt users to
reword their message or post.
The simple, non-intrusive red line is an intuitive symbol that impacts the moment of
impulse and encourages children to reconsider what they write. If they don’t bully, the
red line will never appear. By interrupting impulsive behaviour, Reword not only protects
potential victims, but also stops children from becoming bullies themselves.

THE TOOL
Proof of concept Prototype

1. As a child types, a custom JSON database
made of multiple arrays is traversed.

2. Regex matching identifies abusive patterns,
activating the red line.

3. These patterns help identify bullying
sentiment, not just swearing.

User testing and focus groups helped refine
usability and messaging

EMPOWERING THE USER THROUGH CO-AUTHORSHIP
To be successful, Reword needed the ‘approval’ of the young people who
would use it. Tapping into their need to feel important, valued and heard,
Reword gives them the opportunity to be agents of change.
The tool is built to empower young people to contribute their own bullying
words and phrases, growing the tool’s intelligence by helping it recognise
evolving language and slang. A custom moderation system ensures
appropriate phrases are accepted to the database.
This co-authorship gives young people ownership of Reword, promoting
acceptance and uptake. It also naturally encourages advocacy among their
friends, increasing the tool’s potential reach and impact.

BRINGING THE IDEA TO LIFE
Our strategy for launch was to develop an infrastructure around youth at a vulnerable age. Extensive PR efforts
drove wider media and influencer support, and were vital in getting Reword into the lives of young people. Targeting
the environments where much of bullying occurs, our three key audiences were:

KIDS
(10-15 YEARS OLD)

PARENTS

SCHOOLS

BRINGING THE IDEA TO LIFE
Reword launched on Australia’s National Day of Action Against Bullying and Violence with an in-school program and
as a free Google Chrome extension available to anyone online. The launch was supported with a 6-week integrated
media campaign across outdoor, print, TV, display, social media and extensive PR. All media space was donated.
Emotionally-driven TV commercials along with digital and out of home placements featuring real kids highlighted the
problem of online abuse and presented Reword as a solution. Long-form videos shared on social media gave viewers
the opportunity to delve into various points of view: Kids and parents told their personal stories, while teachers and
mental health experts helped demonstrate Reword’s functionality and its power. Aimed at Protectors, the campaign’s
single-minded message asked them to install the tool at home and in schools.
Young people were targeted via the in-school program and on social media. They were invited to directly interact
with the tool and add new bullying terms. Being co-authors encouraged young people to promote Reword among
their friends, extending its reach. On the website, they could use the custom-built profile picture filter, giving them a
way to publicly declare their stance against online bullying.
Two weeks into launch, we took stock and identified that we were getting the most traction from educators.
Recognizing that the most efficient way to achieve mass uptake would be for the government to implement Reword
in schools nationwide, a second wave of PR outreach targeted government officials within the education sector and
zeroed in on publications aimed at educators. This educator-focused effort led to a second, more intense wave of
interest from schools.

BRINGING THE IDEA TO LIFE
Website

Social

School kit

THE RESPONSE
Global news coverage sparked a much-needed
conversation about cyberbullying on the likes of
CNN, Good Morning America, Wired and Mashable.
Reword earned $150,000 in media and 150 million
media impressions.

Preventing hateful
messages before they’re
even posted.

Reword has the
unique potential to
change online behavior.

THE OUTCOME
In 6 weeks, Reword was:
•

INTRODUCED IN 260+ SCHOOLS

•

INSTALLED BY 150,000+ USERS
(TOTAL INSTALLS TO DATE IS NOW 1,045,146)

•

84% OF INSULTS REWORDED WHEN PROMPTED

•

BOLSTERED BY A CONTRIBUTION OF 20,000 INSULTS

Reword’s purpose was to make online communications safer and more positive by
effecting real change in online behaviour. Uptake of the tool was key to our campaign
objective: to reduce the incidence of online bullying behaviour by 10%.
Our result: 67% reduction in bullying behaviour per user8.
The red line of Reword appeared less often, demonstrating that users had learned to selfregulate hurtful language. This result smashed our 10% goal by an incredible 570%!
When the red line did appear, 84% of those insults were reworded9, showing that the tool
was effective in nudging users to reconsider.
All of this was achieved with minimal media support and $95,000 invested in
development of both the app and all campaign elements

CONCLUSION
Through our in-school program, Reword garnered huge support across Australia, as educators and
parents eagerly promoted its implementation in their schools.
Government officials such as the Children’s e-Safety Commission and the Federal Education Minister
came forward with their support, while outside of Australia, Reword’s universal relevance was clear. We
received personal messages of appreciation from online abuse victims around the world.
In an arena where online bullying persists despite current efforts, Reword presented a groundbreaking
solution to an inescapable social issue. Whereas previous initiatives by not-for-profit organisations and
the government have concentrated on communications campaigns, Reword changed the paradigm,
using an act – not an ad – to tackle online bullying behaviour.
Reword has the potential to provide a genuine and long term solution to bullying where it begins: at
school. Now, with government support, Headspace is committed to implementing Reword in every
school in Australia. Reword will be expanded to tablets and mobile devices, reaching all messaging
platforms. And parents now have a tool they can install at home, stopping their children from
becoming bullies.
Reword is changing online bullying behaviour, creating a new generation that respects each other –
online and in real life.
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