Webinar for parents and carers: Classification of gambling-like content in video games

TRANSCRIPT:

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Welcome, everyone. We might make a bit of a start for this evening's webinar. Good evening, and thank you for joining tonight's webinar about the new mandatory classifications for gambling-like content in video games. My name is Jordan
McArthur and I'll be facilitating this session on behalf of The Social Deck in collaboration with the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development, Communications, Sport and the Arts.
I begin tonight acknowledging the Traditional Custodians of the lands on which we're all meeting today - appreciate that's virtually and varied for most of us. I'm speaking to you from the Country of the Awabakal People in Newcastle, NSW. I pay my respects to their Elders past and present, and extend that acknowledgement to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples joining us this evening.
This webinar is being conducted via Zoom and is scheduled to run for about one
hour. To ensure an inclusive experience for all participants, we do have Auslan interpretation available, and our Auslan interpreters, Imran and Gerry, will be spotlighted as well. We also have live captions enabled. You can activate them by clicking the CC button - the closed captions button - on your Zoom tool bar. The chat function is open for your comments and questions, although we do encourage questions to come through the Q&A segment of
Zoom, if you've got any questions for our panellists at any time through this evening's webinar. If you encounter any technical issues or require assistance, firstly, please leave and rejoin. We often find that's a really good way of just troubleshooting. Otherwise, please
contact the email address that you would have had - engage@thesocialdeck.com.au - and we'll see if we can help.
Tonight's session aims to inform parents, educators, and stakeholders with a clear understanding of the new mandatory classification requirements for gambling-like content in video games. These changes, effective from 22 September last year, are designed to help protect children and young people from the potential harms associated with gambling-like features in gaming environments. So, in terms of what tonight will look like, we'll explore
some of those recent changes to the classifications, we'll provide some practical guidance to help you identify and interpret the classification information, and discuss some of the implications of these changes for families, educators, and the community more broadly.
We are privileged to have with us a panel of esteemed experts who will share their insights and perspectives on this important topic, and I'll introduce them as the night progresses.
Our first speaker this evening is Steven Thomson. Steven is the Director of the Australian Classification Board. He was appointed in December 2024 and brings over 15 years' leadership experience in both federal and state government roles, including strategic positions at the Australia Council for the Arts and the NSW Greater Cities Commission.
Tonight, Steve will provide an overview of these classifications and some of the rationale behind them, as well as discuss the implications for parents, carers and educators, and some of the resources that are available as well. Please join me in welcoming Steve.
Thank you so much, Steve, I'll throw it over to you.


STEVEN THOMSON: Thank you, Jordan. This is Steven Thomson speaking. Lovely to meet you all. As Jordan said, I have been at the Classification Board as Director since the end of last year. One of the first pieces of work that I was engaged in was the reforms to the classification of gambling-like content in video games, which came out at the end of last year, so I will just run you through some of the key features of those reforms, and then we can look at some of the hints and tips for parents to check in with classification when you're trying to help make informed decisions about what your family are doing with their time when they are online, playing games, in a cinema watching movies, or indeed reading books. All those things are covered by the work of the Classification Board. So, we might jump in, if that's OK, Sam.
So, the first thing to flag is, as we all know - especially as parents - video games are playing an increasingly large part of young people's lives. There's lots of good things in video games - they're accessible on many different platforms, mobile phones, consoles, tablets,
PCs, et cetera. And it's really a key part, I guess, of how kids are growing up and what they're experiencing at the moment. With the great experiences you can have in games, there are some potential harms in there, which these new reforms that I'll talk you through are designed to inform people about. So, the key one we're looking at today is the
emergence of gambling-like content in video games, and I'll just run you through what that is and how we've changed the classification process to raise awareness of this issue.
So, gambling-like content - really, it means games that have features that mimic the mechanisms of what you would expect to see in real-life gambling scenarios. Two key
elements that we need to understand. The first is the loot boxes, and then the second is simulated gambling, and they're not always obvious, so I will run through a couple of examples here so we can understand exactly what we're looking out for.
The first thing to flag is that the gambling, even if it's, kind of, not immediately obvious in the game, research has shown that it does lead to similar impacts to actual real-life gambling. So, some of the harms that we can accidentally be exposing young people to include mimicking that real-life gambling behaviour, triggering a similar sort of psychological response to real gambling, and also setting those patterns in place that can lead to more problematic gambling behaviour later in life. So, that's really why this
classification changes have been made, because we've seen the kind of risks that we could unintentionally be exposing young people to.
Thanks, Sam. So, as I touched on earlier, from late last year, September 2024, all new video games that are released to market in Australia are classified, and we have specific consumer advice and ratings that capture the gambling-like content that is in these games. So, I'll just run you through that now, the two types.
So, before I do that, what are classifications? I take it for granted because I'm living and breathing this every day, or have been since late last year, but there are effectively two parts that we need to understand about classification. There's the overall rating, which most people will be familiar with through the cinema or TV or video games. So, that's the G, all the way up to R18+, in most cases. And then the second component of it is the consumer
advice, which we'll have a look at an example next. That really gives you more context about what the most impactful content is that's driven the overall classification of G to R18+.
So, here's an example of a classification image on the right-hand side. You've got the overall classification rating, and then what I was talking about just now - the consumer advice - on the right. So, the two key changes that we're talking through today are the changes to the M rating for what we call chance-based in-game purchases, which is a loot box, or sometimes known as a loot box. And then changes to R18+ ratings to flag
high-impact simulated gambling. The loot boxes, I'll run through in a bit more detail next, because they're a bit tricky to get your head around. But the simulated gambling is
effectively the sorts of things you'd expect to see in a casino or a pokie machine-style environment. It's not always the sole purpose of the game but it may be sort of hidden in the storyline somewhere that those kind of functions can be accessed.
So, M ratings for chance-based in-game purchases, also known as loot boxes. The best way to think about these if you're not up to speed with them is a bit like a lucky dip.
Effectively, kids could be playing a normal-looking game - it might be a sports game - and there might be a mechanism in there where they can spend some money to unlock
something that they don't know what it is at the point of purchase. So, it could be a new type of weapon or a new outfit, but without knowing exactly what it is, they've gotta pay money to unlock this lucky dip. There's different language in this sort of mechanism. So, if you hear children sort of talking about these mechanisms, things like a mystery crate, a pack, a treasure box, that sort of language really means something just like a lucky dip in a fairground that you don't quite know what you're gonna get. So, that's a chance-based
in-game purchase, and that will always have an M rating and the consumer advice of "chance-based in-game purchases".
The next one, simulated gambling - so, this will always be rated R18+. This can be found in mobile games, social media apps, or even within video games. And it can include mini side stories. If you've ever played a game where you're on one kind of storyline and there might be a little sideways move into something that involves a slot machine or some kind of gambling mechanic, that's the sort of game play that constitutes simulated gambling and will be called out in the consumer advice. It really looks like a normal kind of adult gambling mechanism that you would recognise. And again with the loot boxes, it can have that similar sort of psychological impact of real-life gambling.
So, there's a couple of things alongside the changes to the classification ratings, the Government have also developed a number of resources that are available online at classification.gov.au that really explain how these new ratings work and provide case
studies, advice, and a conversation guide for parents and carers to engage with as they work through understanding the type of content that can be found in games and how to make sure they're fully informed about the games that they're playing and that their kids are playing.
So, yeah, hopefully, that was a reasonable sort of run-through of the steps that we've taken to ensure that that gambling-like content is kind of front and centre, and people can make informed choices about what they're playing and what people in their care are playing. Really, the key driver for the Classification Board is for families, parents and kids to be able to make informed decisions about what they watch and play, and this key callout for gambling-like content is an important part of the reforms that we have been working through over the past year or so.

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Thank you, Steve, for that really informative presentation. I think it gives a really good snapshot of sometimes what is very, as you said, sort of a foreign part of classifications and consumer advice. I think it's been a really good, insightful presentation to see how it's changing. What we might start introducing our panel discussion, where we'll hear a range of perspectives on the impacts of gambling-like content in video games from Steve, as well as from child safety, parenting to human rights and regulatory perspectives. So, I'd invite our panellists to join us. I'll give a brief introduction. So, first, we have Sarah Davies, who is the Chief Executive Officer of the Alannah & Madeline Foundation. Sarah spent her career advancing social impact, with over 30 years of leadership across the
non-profit and corporate sectors. At the Alannah & Madeline Foundation, Sarah leads work that champions the rights of children to live free from violence and harm, including digital threats. Her expertise in child safety and wellbeing, especially in the online environment, will be really central to our discussion this evening. So, welcome, Sarah.
Next, we have Lorraine Finlay. Lorraine is the Human Rights Commissioner at the Australian Human Rights Commission, appointed in 2021. Lorraine has a strong background in law, public policy, and human rights advocacy. Her work focuses on protecting individual freedoms while balancing community responsibilities. Lorraine brings a really valuable human rights lens to the topic of what we're talking about tonight - gambling-like content - as
well as the rights of children in gaming environments as well.
So, welcome, Lorraine. And, finally, we're really pleased to have Gen Muir with us. Gen is a parenting educator and author, who is also a speaker and qualified social worker. Gen works closely with families to strengthen relationships and foster emotional resilience in children. Her practical research and advice helps caregivers navigate the digital and social challenges with confidence. Gen's focus tonight will be on how families can respond to changes in game classifications and support having, or establishing, healthy gaming habits.
So, welcome to you all. Thank you so much for joining. Sarah, I might start with you in reflection of Steve's presentation, because, you know, you work directly with families in your
role at the Alannah & Madeline Foundation. Thinking about some of the harms, what kinds of emotional and behavioural impacts are you seeing in children exposed to things like loot boxes and simulated gambling, that Steve spoke about?

SARAH DAVIES: Thanks, Jordan, and thanks for having me. Look, when we play games, we want to relax, we want to learn, connect with friends, test our skills and have fun. And of the young people we work with, they've all told us that the internet is fun and they like going online and they love gaming. They enjoy playing games and they enjoy interacting with others during games. But they do have concerns. So, for example, they tell us that they're concerned about messages from strangers, hacking within games, and scary content. And many young people are also saying that some of these common design features, that Steve talked about, are leaving them stressed and frustrated. If you want to know more, there's actually a really fabulous study from the Consumer Policy Research Centre at Monash
University, published in March this year, called Playing the Player. They identify a lot of the deceptive practices or dark patterns that are deliberately built into many digital and tech experiences, and especially games, which are designed to influence and drive our behaviour and choices in ways that are not generally in our best interests. Now, not all games have these dark patterns, but without proper consumer protection in Australia - through standards and regulation - so, for example, without having things like maximum privacy settings by default for children, it is a bit of a free-for-all. And that makes it much harder for parents to discern, you know, which are quality products and which ones are exploiting and potentially harming our children.
So, children tell us that when games are designed well and safely, they describe them as fun, relaxing, creative, lively, "makes me feel better, I like to prove myself, and it gives me confidence". And we know how popular gaming is with children. Research tells us that over 90% of children are playing games at 12 and 13 years' old, and of this, you know, 30-50% are playing daily. And in our work with younger children, by Year 3, all students report having been on the internet, mostly for games, and two-thirds of foundation or prep
students tell us they know how and where to download games, and a third of them have used in-game chat functions.
So, the common risks are that digital games that limit play and demand attention and energy, or time or money, can be predatory and they can be exploitative. And these experiences are leaving children feeling frustrated. So, I'll use some of their words to describe what they tell us. 
Younger children tell us they "hate being tricked". And older adolescents say the same thing with much more nuance and insight. An 18-year-old young man has told us, "Games create an emotional vortex of dopamine. You get sucked down, constantly chasing positive reinforcement, while in reality hating the experience moment to moment." The younger children tell us they sometimes have nightmares. 15% of primary schoolchildren have told us, "I can't stop using technology even if my neck aches, I have sore eyes and headaches." 
Over a third of primary students and two-thirds of secondary
students have told us they spent far more time and money in gaming in order to keep feeling the same excitement. Two-thirds of primary and secondary students tell us that they've cut back time on other hobbies and activities so they can spend more time online. Two-thirds of all students tell us they've done poorly on homework because they spend too much time doing things online, and about the same say that they've experienced serious conflict with family and friends.
So, the potential cost of all of this, you know, like Steve said - and I'm really thrilled, Steve, that we've had a classification kind of refresh and upgrade to take into account these new programs and products for children - but one of the big issues is the relationship between pay and play. So, research has shown us that these simulated gambling
products - like the loot boxes, Steve, that you talked about - but also things like spin-to-win, battle passes, skin betting, they really do normalise and encourage monetary gambling in children and young people. And we see these games marketed to children, and they're set up to give the players rewards that improve the player's chance of progressing faster through the game, or winning. So, clearly, financial cost is part of the harm, where children and young people spend more on a game than they intended, or they feel pressured into buying something. 
But the other reported harms are loss of privacy - so, they often report accidentally signing up to something, or creating an unwanted account that shares more data than they're comfortable sharing. Wellbeing - absolutely. Feeling annoyed by the gaming experience, feeling manipulated, and having challenges with emotional regulation. They talk about being coached and rewarded into behaviours - like gambling - that can create serious long-term problems. And, in particular, this kind of training of their minds and brains, this compulsion and impulse control, are significant risks to children when their online and gaming experience is undermined by kind of manipulative practice and design.
JORDAN MCARTHUR: Thanks, Sarah. And I think that's something that really struck me there with what you said - and I think you were using the words that you've heard from children as well - is younger children feeling tricked and older children really being able to identify the dopamine hit, and that sort of chemical response that happens. So, Gen, I'm probably gonna draw you in here as a parenting educator who's often having conversations like this - what do the gambling-like mechanics actually do to a child's brain or behaviour, like, going to what Sarah was saying there? And how does that change between a
6-year-old versus maybe a teenager?


GEN MUIR: I think the first thing to understand - and when I'm working with so many parents, I would say that concerns around this stuff, and listening to what Sarah said just then, just hearing those words from kids and hearing how much kids are needing parents to step in and understand this, and help them with it because those boundaries, is sort of what came to mind. Thank you for that. It was really eye-opening as a mum to four kids - four boys, aged 8, 10, 13 and 15 - I'm in this on every level! 
So, what we know in terms of the brain, and I think the first thing we have to really understand is that, for our children, we really overestimate brain development. We underestimate their physical capacity often in life, and we overestimate their emotional capacity. And what we're talking about is the prefrontal cortex in a child's brain. It's not fully formed until 25 to 28 years of age. 
And so what we have is this really vulnerable, emotional brain that feels things and experiences things quite differently. So, when I hear about those ideas that Sarah is talking about, this idea that gambling is within these games, then it makes sense that the behaviours that parents are reporting to me, and what I've seen in my home, are gonna feel really intense. So, because that prefrontal cortex is not fully developed, what we're gonna have is very extreme reactions to gaming. It's gonna feel even more addictive, it's gonna really spike that dopamine, and what we're gonna see is big, emotional reactions because we all know, as adults, we struggle to contain our screen use, our scroll use. We all say at night, "I'm not gonna doom-scroll in bed," and we do it anyway because this stuff is addictive. And so then if we're gonna put this in the hands of our kids, who really don't have that capacity to stop doing something they're enjoying and do something that is less enjoyable. So, we all know if we go up to a child and say, "It's time to stop watching TV or it's time to stop gaming and brush your teeth, come to dinner, go to school," we're gonna get a big reaction. But then understanding that not all content is the same, and if content is even more dopamine-inducing, that's gonna be so much harder for our kids. Now, the problem is that we can then get in a battle if we don't understand what's happening in a child's brain, and that these aren't bad kids or kids that are addicted, this is just really addictive stuff and immature brains.
So, in a young child, what you'll see is no impulse control. Like, real struggles to just control those impulses, it might be the way they speak to others within games, it might be kind of the way they engage, and what you'll also see is obsession and constant begging. So, kids that are just really, really obsessed, all they can talk about, all they can think about, because of that dopamine hit that's just in their brain. And the biggest thing I would say with our young 6-year-olds, we're gonna see meltdowns, and sometimes for parents those meltdowns can feel so intense, so scary, so hard, we might just sort of allow that thing because we either don't feel like we've got the skills, or it's just too much to manage in the context of daily life, or it feels too intense.
In older kids - and I'm going to be very honest and say I've experienced this
firsthand - we can see sneaky behaviour! So, we can set the rules and we can think we've got everything in place, and it's not that they're bad kids, it is that this stuff is really addictive. And so they're going to go around us, they're going to download things against our permission, or they're gonna get things out of the locked box. They might overspend, they might choose gaming over real life. And those things would be really hard. And all of these things, you know, for me, it's just parents really understanding what Sarah just talked about, about the risks, understanding that it's not that you've got a bad kid, it's that we have this really immature brain that takes a lot of time to develop, and that while kids are developing, they really need our help, particularly when it comes to this stuff, in order to keep them safe. And so we'll talk more about how to do that as we go on, but I might stop there.

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Thanks, Gen. I think it's some interesting insight there in terms of just, you know, and what we know about brain development and the brain - you know, the prefrontal cortex, as you say, doesn't really settle until the mid-20s as well, let alone in the early days. And, Steve, I'll probably bring you in at this point. In your presentation, you've probably echoed some of this research that both Sarah has pointed to, and sort of Gen is
speaking about in terms of some of those impacts. What do you think would surprise parents most about what this research has said from some of the research you've seen?

STEVEN THOMSON: Well, there's a couple of things that stand out for me. I think probably the first thing is just that the gambling mechanics are not immediately obvious. So, I think the fact that some of these features are - they're not front and centre of the game design. So, you might think that your kids are playing relatively kind of innocent content, and for 95% of their playing experience they will be, but if there's something like a loot box in there, you just don't know it's there. So, that's the first thing. And the second thing is that such an
innocent-sounding thing can still lead to the, kind of, impacts that you would associate with normal gambling, which everyone is completely aware is not a great thing for young people
to be doing. So, I think they're the main two bits for me - those mechanisms are not immediately obvious and yet their impact is just as high, I guess, as the more obvious forms of gambling-like behaviour that you would want protection against.
I think, to the point, I think Gen was sort of mentioning that, kind of, you've got the incentive in the loot box space to buy upgrades and to have your progression kind of potentially rewarded through interacting with the mechanisms. So, that's another way of kind of normalising that idea that, "I want to pay to kind of maybe upgrade. I might look at it the first time, keep coming back." So, you've got that risk of developing that pattern of behaviour which you would associate with more problematic gambling behaviours later in life.
I think another couple of things I wouldn't mind just touching on is, Sarah, you were mentioning about the chat functions and the online interactivity. So, that is another function of games that we call out in the consumer advice through the classification ratings. So, when you're looking at games through the online portals or in store, if there is that kind of chat function, it will be called out in the consumer advice, in the same way that we're calling out simulated gambling in the randomised in-game purchases. 
So, I wanted to touch on that 'cause I know that interactivity is a big part of what, as parents, we need to be on top of, and helping our kids kind of navigate. I think the last thing I'd say is that on the kind of simulated gambling, where we're not necessarily gambling with real money, to me that's more obvious, that it's gonna look like gambling and it's gonna have the same impact. But it's just worth flagging that even though real cash is not necessarily involved, again, kids that are getting used to a kind of poker in a Western-type game, it is just gonna have that same kind of impact as if they were playing those games for real and with real money.

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Thanks, Steven. And, yeah, thanks for those reflections around, you know, as you say, that normalisation and the fact that sometimes for a lot of parents it can feel quite hidden in a game that would otherwise maybe seem OK, as something to play in the house. Lorraine, I'm curious around your thoughts from a human rights
perspective - and we've heard a little bit about the rights of children and that tricky balance, and the role of parents as well - from your perspective, why is it so important to address gambling-like content in video games, particularly for children and young people?

LORRAINE FINLAY: Thanks so much, Jordan. And can I just say it's such a delight to be here, both in my professional capacity as the Australian Human Rights Commissioner, but like Gen, I'm in the middle of this. I'm a mum to a 13-year-old boy and a 10-year-old girl, and just the conversation we've had so far, I've found really helpful in terms of, you know, understanding the role parents play, because we are front and centre of this. But it's really important to realise as a parent that you're not alone and you don't have to navigate this in your own little, you know, silo without being able to have tools and resources, and others that you can draw on. And from a human rights perspective, this is so important because, well, firstly, children have human rights, they have all of the same human rights that adults have. But something that we often forget, because of what Sarah was saying about the particular vulnerabilities of children, there are particular - well, there's a particular emphasis in the human rights framework placed on ensuring that children are protected from exploitation and harm.
So, for all of the reasons that we've all been talking about already in terms of the impacts that gambling-like content have on young people, it's really important to realise that this isn't just an issue of consumer protection or, you know, giving parents the right tools, it's actually a human rights issue about ensuring that we strike that balance between empowering our kids to engage in digital culture and having the benefits of that, but also
protecting them from exploitation and harm. And that's a really tricky balance to strike, but it's one that our kids really need us to get right to ensure that we're helping them to navigate these spaces safely and responsibly, but protecting them from the really serious harms that are out there, and that when we're talking about young kids at, you know, different stages of development, it's so, so important that that aspect of safety by design and building human rights into product design, deployment and use, is absolutely critical.

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Thanks, Lorraine. I think that was a really good summation and probably a nice segue to the next part as well, in terms of you said something there around helping navigate while protecting, I think is what you said, and I think that's a really important part. That, you know, we can look at, as you said, the tools and so forth, but it is really about that sort of co-empowering approach between parents and children, having that conversation. So, what I might do, then, is I might come back to you, Steve, just in terms of some of the work the Government has been doing. How can parents check if a game has gambling-like content? What should they look for on the label? And what tools exist to help make safer choices?

STEVEN THOMSON: That's a great question, Jordan. And I think just to pick up on what Lorraine was saying, that kind of supporting kids and parents to make informed choices about how they interact in this space is really what we're focused on at the Classification Board. Because I think it is worth flagging that, as we all know, video games are a part of kids' lives, and they're gonna be on them a lot, a lot of their friendship groups are on them, a lot of them play games to be with their friends. So, I think it's an important callout that what we're trying to do is put that kind of scaffolding and protection around the children and parents to make sure that we can engage with this material responsibly. So, I'm happy to
hear you say that, Lorraine, because it feels well aligned with what we think of in the classification universe of trying to help people make an informed choice, but not necessarily carte blanche "you cannot engage with this thing". 
So, in terms of what you can do to make that informed choice, like I said, since the end of last year, the gambling changes have made it really, really clear on the product, when you see the classification rating - and it will be on the tile on your online purchasing store - you could look for that blue M, and then the consumer advice of chance-based in-game purchases. That's your loot box kind of flagging the impact that might have on the players. And then for the simulated gambling, you'll always have an R18+ rating and it will say, "High-impact simulated gambling". 
So, that's there as your first, kind of, port of call. The minute you or your kids are looking at purchasing a new game, you can check that classification sticker and consumer advice to make sure you know what's inside the product. And like I said before, that includes things like online chat and interactivity, so that area of the game is captured in the classification as well.
The other thing to flag is the existence of classification.gov.au, which is the national classification database, not just for games but for films, TV shows, everything that you kind of consume through those normal media channels has been classified and has the classification rating, the consumer advice. And on some products, a bit more of a detailed breakdown of all the impactful elements that are inside that product. So, you can check things like levels of violence, whether there's the gambling content, and that sort of stuff is broken down as well. 
And then the third thing is the existence of a dedicated page on the classification website that has fact sheets, case studies, and hints and tips for parents to use when they're looking at the gambling-like content in video games. Basically, there's a whole range of resources on there.
And the other thing I'd say, just from a parenting point of view, video games, unlike social media, you can do them with your kids. Like, we're all super time-poor, but they are kind of uniquely placed that if you really are unsure about what they're up to, there's
nothing - depending on how accommodating your child is - there's nothing to stop you sitting next to them and interacting a little bit with the game yourself, and asking them questions around what they're doing and how the mechanics of the game works. It's much harder to do that with general internet usage and social media, but I think that's another little kind of avenue, I guess, to get comfortable with what your kids are playing, and bringing that kind of shared experience to bear, which can sometimes help as well.

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Thanks, Steve. So, in your future, you'll be Minecrafting as well, or Roblox! I might bring you in, Gen, just following on what Steve's saying there in terms of some of those actions that parents can do - one, we've just heard from Steve in terms of maybe even just sitting down, watching, playing the game, getting involved. If a parent
notices their child is playing a game with these mechanics by doing that, what's maybe the first conversation they should have? And I think also how can you do it without causing conflict? Which I'm sure is, like, sometimes part of the anxiety of bringing it up.

GEN MUIR: So, I loved that Steven mentioned that, because I had the most incredible experience not that long ago, where my 13-year-old, I was sort of having a bit of a whinge to my partner, he's hit that grunting stage and that teenage hormones. I was saying, "He's not helping out around the house much." And my husband, who had quite a lot of fun saying to me, "You know what he needs? He needs connection." Which is something I talk about all the time. I thought, "Do you know what? What does my son love?" We often talk about connecting with younger children but I hadn't thought to actively connect in his world much. And I thought, "He loves gaming." So, I knocked on the door in the study where he games and I said, "Hey, can I join in?" For 10 minutes, I played the game that he plays. And he kind of... His reaction surprised me. He kind of was like, "Alright." And I joined in and we played this game for 10 minutes and he laughed at how bad I was at it. And he just laughed, that was it. 
But the incredible bit actually happened later that night at the sink. Number one, he appeared next to me with a tea towel in his hand without being asked, which never happens in a house of four boys. Number two, he then turned to me and he said, "Mum, how was your day?" Which I honestly, I nearly fell over. Again, I have beautiful kids but I don't get asked how my day was very often. And then the third thing that I found was that then, because I had some language and some understanding of this thing that he loves, I could even connect with his maths homework using a bit of terminology from the game. So, just a bit of a story about how powerful joining kids in their worlds can be. It makes them feel seen, heard and loved. And something as simple as 10 minutes of joining my son in gaming was super, super powerful.
So, when it comes to sort of noticing what's happening in my child's game, I'm noticing something that seems unsafe, maybe, you know, it is those loot boxes, or we're just noticing their behaviour coming on and off the screen seems really intense, or the amount of begging for that game, or they're asking for money, you know, to buy skins or whatever it is, it might be always, always, I think, if we can start with curiosity, is the most, sort of, powerful way to start. 
And it's kind of just coming in and saying something like, "Hey, I've really noticed that it's really hard for you to come off this specific game. Like, I've just really noticed that." And we don't do that in the moment but trying to choose another opportunity to talk to our kids. Kids are gonna listen to us best when we're side by side with them, particularly
boys. That might be in the car on the way to sport. It might be walking side by side, or if you're still lying with your child or reading to them, you might do it in bed when you're tucking them in at night. Really, with curiosity, really trying to understand. You might say something like, "I've heard some games use rewards. Have you ever seen that?" You might even ask them, "What do you love about gaming? Tell me the bits that are really good? How do you feel when you stop playing?" You might say something like, "I've noticed this, I've noticed that."
Really quickly, because I think parents might want some practical strategies - a lot of us are trying to, when it comes to limits, and I have a story that happened this weekend. My son always has to ask before downloading anything new, which I will get to in the next question, how we can safeguard our kids. He asked to download something, we immediately saw the classification was not for him - there you go, they're working - and we said no. The reaction was really strong. He wanted this thing really badly. 
You said, Jordan, how do we do it without upsetting our kids? Well, sometimes we can't. What I would say to parents is what we want to do is an empathy sandwich. We sandwich that 'no' in between a lot of understanding. It might sound like this, and this is how it sounded in my home, "I really get how much you want this. It looks really fun and you heard your friend talking about it and I can totally understand how much you want it. Or I could totally understand you want the same game your friend has. It sucks that I've said no." That kind of thing. It's really important when we do that empathy bit that we genuinely open our palms and show, "I'm really listening, I really understand the wish or the want that matters to you so much." That's really vital, 'cause kids will push and push until they feel seen and heard. Once we do that, the next bit is gonna go a little bit better, but not perfectly! The next bit is, "It's my job to keep you safe. This classification means this isn't safe for you. Or in our family, we're just not having this game. I just don't think this one is for us. And so my answer is no."
I think clear is kind when it comes to the limit. We can sometimes get really lost in the kind of reasoning and risk and logic, and our kids just need to hear, "This isn't
happening." And then I would follow that with heaps of empathy. "You're allowed to be upset about it. I can totally understand how much you wanted it and it's OK if you're mad." So, that little sense of that empathy sandwich, you know, those steps to a boundary, I think that can be really useful for so many parents who are trying to avoid, you know, "Go to your room!"
And so when we do say no to something that's really kind of addictive and
dopamine-inducing and really looks exciting, our kids are going to have big reactions, particularly at 8, which my son is, and even at 15, which my other son is. And I think, what I could really say is that if you look for just after that big reaction against you, "You're the
worst mum ever," there's often a little bit of a look of relief on a child's face when you set a limit. And so if you just look for that, it's sometimes a bit subtle but it is often there, 'cause kids really do want us to help them with this stuff.

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Thanks, Gen. And I think something that you said there in terms
of - and I think what you mentioned there, the empathy sandwich, I think, you know, would resonate with probably a lot of people. Obviously, it's sometimes difficult to do in practice, but I think that idea, I think, is one we've heard a lot. Sarah, I might come through to you as well, just following this thread of conversation, and Gen mentioned there around limits, and it made me think of boundaries. Many families tell us they feel out of their depth or don't know where to start. What practical steps could parents take today, without being tech experts, to set safer boundaries at home?

SARAH DAVIES: Yeah, that's a great question. But I just want to say, Gen, I flippin' love that response and I wish I'd heard that 10 years ago when we had a 15-year-old, because I reckon that would have really worked with him. But I would also say hang on in there, because I now have weekly dinner with my 25-year-old son and we all go for pizza and we talk about everything under the sun. So, they come out the other side beautiful young men.
And this really echoes, actually, what both Steve and Gen said. In short, the short answer to that - and these are the words of a 16-year-old young man who said this to me about 18 months ago - "participate and play, don't just police". 
And as Gen said, it's all in the communication. It's around educating our children on how games work. Like, lifting the hood on the engine and explaining to children and young people what the risky design features are. Children are pretty savvy, so how do we help them build their control in healthy choices? Gen mentioned this - it's managing screen time. And then as per kind of every parenting book ever, it's about helping our children develop self-regulation skills and then fostering healthy habits and balance. So, exercise, sleep, nutrition, family time. So, to make it a bit more practical, we definitely do not need to be tech experts to set safer boundaries. 
What matters most is actually what Gen was saying, is consistent engagement, clear limits, open communication. So, here are six strategies. And the first one is about setting up the tech. So, making sure we set up the devices, the game privacy settings, the safety settings. Use all the built-in parental controls. And they're pretty easy to find on Xbox, PlayStation, Switch, iPhone, Android. Limit game time. Turn off in-game purchases that require passwords. Filter age-inappropriate games. And keep checking in, because games often add new features or terms regularly, which can change the settings without you knowing anything about that. So, kind of do regular safety checks. And if you search online for parental controls on, you know, whatever the device is, there are lots of really clear,
step-by-step guides to help us set those privacy and safety settings.
Second one - and Gen alluded to this too - is what are the family rules around
play-time and game-time? So, create a game schedule. So, only after homework or chores, no games after 8pm or whatever is appropriate. Something that's really useful is the use of visual timers. So, not just on the device but around the child where they can see and set a timer. Having built-in screen-free time zones. And one that we have been talking about for a long, long time - you know, keep game time in shared spaces so that there's that casual observation and overlooking.
The third one is, you know, we've long had family agreements about a whole range of things - chores, together time. So, create a family tech plan. This goes a bit beyond just games. So, think about, as a family, what are the kind of key rules that we want to follow as a family around tech? And write it down. And you can cover things like time limits, spending, game types, respectful behaviour online, language. And we need to review it as our children obviously get older. Again, gaming is sort of one aspect of digital and screen time. The opportunity for a family tech plan is a bit more inclusive. Think about all of the digital time, including schoolwork and learning and streaming and TV.
The fourth one is about saying 'no' to spending without permission. So, turn off, or lock your credit cards from being used automatically in games. If you do want to give your children, like, real money, then use gift cards for limited spending in-game instead of linking it to a bank account. And general life skills - we need to tell, explain to our children the difference between virtual and real money, because younger children often don't realise the cost of digital items. 
The fifth one is exactly what Gen and Steve said before - be curious and interested, and participate. So, as Gen said, "What do you like about the games? How do you win? How do you feel when you don't win?" And sitting down and playing together builds trust and it helps to spot some of those red flags. And, absolutely, check the reviewer and consumer sites to read the ratings and reviews of the games, and share those reviews with children. And I'll give some other resources in a sec. 
And, finally, the sixth one is about us, and about our behaviour, and how we must teach and model healthy digital habits ourselves. So, in terms of the teaching, you know, win-losses in games, it is a really great lesson about emotional regulation. How do we deal with that frustration? How do we deal with losing? And help them spot those manipulative design features. You know, make that in itself, gamify the game. Where are the loot boxes? Where are the pay-to-win tactics? Why do you think people make you wait for that or to get to that level or pay for that asset or whatever?
And then we have to role-model healthy screen habits ourselves, right? You've got to behave it. We've got to focus on balance, not punishment. 'Cause as Steven said, gaming
isn't bad, but it needs boundaries. 
And there are some great Australian resources. So, our eSafety Commission is superb. They have a great Family Tech Agreement template at esafety.gov.au. Lots of really great resources. And very importantly, it is through the eSafety Commission that we need to report any poor behaviour, worries, risks, and bad design.
Because if we don't report where things go wrong, then the infrastructure that's around us can't take regulatory action to address it. Another great resource is the Beacon app. So, this has been designed especially for parents. It's free, anyone can download it, it's a
personalised one-stop shop for reliable information for kind of the whole online world - articles, content, alerts, digital family agreements, the whole lot. 
There's also digitalk.org.au, which are a set of resources that help how you have the conversation with children. A bit like how do you have the birds and the bees talk? How do you have the digi talk? And Children and Media Australia, great app reviews. 
And this last thing - you might be surprised, but coming from a social change organisation I have to say this - advocate for your children's right to digital safety and privacy. Because if we, as parents and as consumers, don't make our expectations and needs clear to government as rule-makers, to regulators and to tech as the providers, about what our needs and expectations are, and what the children's needs and expectations are, there's never gonna be any pressure to
improve. 
So, we actually have to advocate for our, and our children's, wellbeing. And I think we have to be demanding privacy by default for any kind of product that is likely to be used by children. We MUST have safety by design and age-appropriate design. And we have to have meaningful enforcement and regulation to make sure that companies stick to this. So, whether that's talking to your local MP, whether it's thinking twice about the tech you
use - like, is it safe for us? - actually advocate for our children's rights to be safe online.

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Thanks, Sarah. I think... I don't know, you must have, like, a database of really insightful quotes from the children and teenagers you speak to. I wrote down "participate and play and don't just police" - I think that summarises, sort of, a really key theme there. And it's probably something, Lorraine, I might come through to you,
something else, Sarah, I think you left on is digital rights, balance, not punishment. I think, Lorraine, I would be curious, from your perspective, how parents might balance their child's rights to engage in digital culture with their responsibility to keep them safe, and then what does maybe a rights-based harm-reduction approach look like at home?

LORRAINE FINLAY: It's a great question, and the really short answer is it looks like everything Sarah just spoke about. So, all of those tips and tricks are really useful and
practical in terms of trying to create an environment where we're not waiting until things go wrong, we're actually stepping in early to set those boundaries. Again, because this isn't about banning gaming, this isn't about stopping our kids from learning what technology is and how to use it, it's just about ensuring that they can navigate this digital world safely, responsibly, and confidently. 
And so all of the things we have been talking about are really key to that. I won't go and repeat everything that's already been said, other than saying what I really loved about what Gen was saying was that focus on curiosity. You know, being open in your communication and curious about what your kids are doing, how the games work, what the technology is, because that allows you to build that relationship of trust. It means kids will feel that they can come to you to actually get the help and support and guidance that they need.
The second - and I know every parent listening would have just gone, "Oh, the modelling healthy behaviours," we don't like to think of ourselves as not doing that, but it is really important. Because kids, whether it's talking about technology, whether we're talking about other human rights issues like racism, sexism, et cetera, et cetera, kids learn behaviour from watching the adults around them. 
And so making sure that we are engaging in healthy gaming behaviour and using technology in responsible ways - the best thing we can do for our kids is to not just say "do as I say" but "do as I do". 
The last thing I thought was really important to remember as a parent is this isn't a set-and-forget. As much as it's important to start by setting the devices properly, getting your privacy controls, parental controls, this isn't something you can just flick the switch on, say you've done your job and walk away. It actually is an ongoing process, both in terms of how technology is developing but also as your kid is changing and their use of it. As they develop, the way you want them to engage with things appropriate for them will start to shift as well. We need to recognise this is an ongoing collaboration and partnership between yourself and your kids to make sure they're able to navigate this safely but in a way that's appropriate for their age and stage of development.

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Thanks, Lorraine. And I think, you know, what I wrote down there was, you know, that that perspective of banning - which sometimes can feel like a really default way to go about it - but really, and I think it's a theme of tonight, really empowering children, bring them into the conversation around what this might look like and how does that work within those family agreements? Gen, I might bring you in to this conversation with some of your thoughts around what are some of the ways to include kids, maybe even not
just in the conversation but in the decision-making, rather than sort of setting up those top-down rules? You know, how can we build digital resilience, not just restrictions?

GEN MUIR: So, all of those ideas that Sarah talked about are brilliant and I would recommend all of those things as well. And I think, particularly when we make things visual, kids go a lot better with them. I always have contracts for my kids with their technology, whether that's a contract for a 6-year-old or a contract for a 15-year-old. I have a different contract during the holidays and I constantly update it. I think what can be most useful for parents - because I'm conscious of time - is actually, kind of, why this matters, or what the alternative is if we don't, and why it matters so much that we might connect and really find out about this. I like to say to parents, "Imagine that your child is 25," like Sarah's is now, "and they're coming over for dinner and they bring up something, you know, gosh, 'I was so

11

addicted to that game, or this thing just kept happening with strangers contacting me in a game that wasn't appropriate,'" or whether it's something they saw online, whether it's
unfettered access, where we're just not on top of it 'cause it's in their room, for example. And you kind of imagine that they'd say, "Oh, it was so bad." And they'd say, "Why did you let me have the phone in my room overnight or the games in my room overnight?" And we would
say, "You don't understand! You loved that thing! You would throw the biggest meltdown if we tried to take it off you." And they'd say, I think no matter if they were 6 or 15, they would say, "I was just a kid." 
I think that's kind of a powerful thing that I can leave parents with, in terms of that's what motivates me to go and have those hard conversations. Because it's not about just putting the contract in place and having the lock boxes and the timers and putting the controls in place. It's what do you do when your kids do get around them? What do you do when they break those rules? 
And it's just going back with connection every time, and empathy, and kind of where we started, "Hey, you're not a bad kid. This stuff is really addictive. I get why you snuck out of bed and took the phone into your room. I would have done the same at your age. But it's my job to keep you safe. Let's talk about rejigging this contract or how we're gonna put more support in place to keep you safe 'cause that's my job. So, now we're gonna change the code on the lock box!" I'm just speaking from personal experience! (LAUGHS) So, you know, I think it's going back and continuing to go back and have that conversation.

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Thanks, Gen. Conscious of time, but I really just want do give our panellists just a final quick whip around. What's one thing you wish every parent knew about gambling-like content in video games? And, Sarah, I might start with you.

SARAH DAVIES: Thanks, Jordan. Look, I think - well, there are two things. One, that it's there. You can't manage something or mitigate risks if you're not aware of it. So, the first thing is, be aware that it is in there and that there are deceptive designs in many games. And then the second thing is, we're not on our own with this. There are heaps of good resources out there. Access them and be active with it.

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Thanks. Gen, I might come through to you.


GEN MUIR: Oh, I'm still - yes, perfect! What I would say is that, while kids may not love limits in the moment, they will be so grateful for them long-term. So, just have that confidence to know that it's worth it. It's worth investing in those connected conversations and putting all the strategies and tools in place. I know it feels sort of all-encompassing, but once you get going, you'll realise there is that little look of relief, I think, when you take the
[bookmark: _GoBack]phone off them and make them dock it overnight. All those things we do, they don't love it in the moment. But if you look at that sense of, "Thanks for having me. I'm glad." That's a sign of love.

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Thanks, Gen. And, Lorraine?


LORRAINE FINLAY: Look, I love what everybody has said. And I would just add two. The first is, as parents, to realise you have the power to not only protect your kids but to empower them, and that's equally important. And then the second - and it's something Sarah said but I think it needs real emphasis - as a parent, you're not on your own in navigating this, because it's so easy to feel really overwhelmed, but there are lots of tools and resources out there and there's lots of help available.

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Thanks, Lorraine. And finally to you, Steve.


STEVEN THOMSON: Two quick things for me. The first one is that gambling-like content is not always obvious and can be kind of hiding in plain sight. Second thing is to pick up on Lorraine's point - like, parents are not alone. Check the Classification website and use those classification ratings and consumer advice to help make an informed decision for you and your family.

JORDAN MCARTHUR: Well, thank you. That brings us to time, just a couple of minutes over. But I really want to thank all of our parents who have joined us, as well as our
panellists - Sarah, Gen, Lorraine and Steve. Thank you, everyone, for joining us. I hope you have a wonderful evening. Don't forget, if you do want those resources, to check the Classifications website, and we will include that information within the resource pack we send out afterwards. Otherwise, have a wonderful evening, and thank you so much for joining.


(End of Transcript)
