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Reacting versus responding

You may have done things in the moment that you later regret.
Maybe you went along with something that felt uncomfortable.
Maybe you said something online that you would never say to
someone’s face, or maybe you froze up when you wanted to
speak out.

That does not mean you are a bad person. It just means that your
emotions took over before your thinking caught up. But you can
change what happens next time.

This resource will help you understand how you can navigate
different situations or experiences. For further support, see the
organisations listed at the end of this resource.

React or respond?

It is important to understand the difference between reacting and
responding.

Reacting is an immediate, automatic response that is driven by
your emotions. It can happen before you have had a chance to think
about things clearly. This is why it can lead to saying or doing things
that you later regret or that make you feel like this isn't who you
want to be.

Responding is a more considered way of acting, where you pause
between feeling something and doing something. This gives you a
chance to think clearly before you act. A clear, intentional response
usually leads to better outcomes for everyone involved.

There are many situations where your emotions can take over
and lead you to react without thinking. These flowcharts give
some examples of common situations to help you navigate them
with confidence.
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Look at the flowchart to see the difference between reacting

and responding:

An event has caused me to feel an uncomfortable emotion.

Do |l react or respond?

Go to reaction
v

Reaction
| react instantly without thinking
and potentially cause harm.

Go to impact of reaction

| have to deal with the
consequences of my behaviour,
regret making things worse and
maybe even hurt someone else.
My relationships could
be damaged.

Goto résponse
v
Response
| pause, take a breath,

recognise the emotions that I'm
feeling and think before | act.

Goto impact' of response

| feel empowered because |
acted in line with my values,
and | didn't hurt anyone.

I'm seeking attention

I want attention.
Do Il react or respond?

Go to reaction Go to résponse

g v

Response
| recognise | might just be
bored. | put my phone down, find
a healthier distraction or choose
to stay out of a conversation that
| don't need to be in.

Reaction
[ join in or amplify harmful
behaviour online, spreading
harmful content
and reactions.

Goto impacf of response

Go to impact of reaction

Trust is broken. I've caused
harm because | focused on
entertainment rather
than relationships.

| avoided harmful behaviour
and unnecessary stress. |
didn't hurt anyone, and my
relationships haven't been
negatively impacted.

‘The need for validation is so harmful and can change
the course of someone’s life.’

— YOUNG PERSON, 16, PROJECT ROCKIT NATIONAL
YOUTH COLLECTIVE
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I’'m overwhelmed or uncertain about a

I’'m embarassed or ashamed of something | did
peer relationship

I'm scared of being rejected

I'm scared that | will be left out or rejected. Something happened, and | feel embarrassed I'm feeling overwhelmed and uncertain. Anxiety is creeping
and ashamed. Do | react or respond? up on me. Do I react or respond?

Do I react or respond?

Go to response

Go to response

Go to réaction

Go to response

Go to reaction

v

Goto réaction
v v v v v
Response i
Reaction Response Reaction P Rgactlon . Respgnse
: . The other person takes the blame | freeze up entirely when | want to | notice the anxiety and accept
| lash out aggressively, blaming ) .
for my discomfort and gets speak. | stay silent when | know | that freezing is a natural,

GBS T LT S L9 ST automatic survival response.

I nod along with something | don't
agree with or laugh at a mean
comment, just to blend in with the
group and feel included.

Goto impac't of reaction

| have ignored my own values
by going along with behaviour |
don’t agree with.

I notice the feeling of fear of
rejection. | pause, take a breath
and keep a neutral expression
without joining in.

Go to impact of response

My confidence grows, and | feel
proud that | didn't compromise
my values.

Helping to address bullying & other harmful behaviours

an innocent person (‘Well, you
made me do it!") or turning it into
a fight to cover up my discomfort.

Go to impact of reaction

| recognise that I'm
embarrassed and allow myself
to feel the uncomfortable ‘sting’

without immediately trying to
fix it. | take a step back or say
something simple like, ‘My bad,
| messed that up, or redirect
the conversation.

defensive over a mistake that
wasn't theirs. My relationships
could be damaged.

Goto impacf of response

The feeling passes, and the
tension drops. I've owned my
mistake and prevented a small

problem from turning into a

major argument.

J

. J

Or | ignore a situation that | wish |
had helped with.

Go to impact of reaction

The other person might think
my silence means | don't care
about them or what they're
going through.

Instead of criticising myself, | wait
for the anxious feeling to pass.
Then | reach out face-to-face or

via text once I've collected
my thoughts.

Goto impacf of response

The other person knows that
| do care and that | was just
processing the situation,
restoring their trust in me.

‘When you try to fit in with how other people feel, you
lose more of yourself. You're making everyone else happy,
but you're not making yourself happy.’

— YOUNG PERSON, 15, PROJECT ROCKIT NATIONAL
YOUTH COLLECTIVE
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I'm angry

Someone said something that really upset me. I'm angry!

Do I react or respond?

I'm tired and over it

It's late, and I'm mindlessly scrolling. The people on my
screen stop feeling like real humans with actual feelings.
Do Il react or respond?

I misinterpreted a message

I misinterpret a message as an insult and feel an instant
urge to defend myself. Do | react or respond?

Go to reaction

v

Reaction
| go on the attack — shouting
face-to-face or typing out an
aggressive message that | would
never actually say to
someone’s face.

Go to impact of reaction

The other person gets
defensive, matching my angry
reaction. They completely
ignore the original point | was
trying to make. The situation
quickly turns into a huge fight.
Our relationship is damaged.

- J

Note

Go to response
v

Response
| pause, step away from the
keyboard and count to 5. Once
calm, | address the issue directly
but steadily. | ask a neutral
question to clarify
what happened.

Go to impact of response

I've kept the focus on solving
the problem rather than
managing an explosive fight. |
avoided harmful behaviour and
unnecessary stress. | didn't
hurt anyone, and my
relationships haven't been
negatively impacted.

O

Noticing the gap between reacting and responding is the hard part.
If you've recognised a pattern, you can work on ways to respond
better next time. You could also talk to a trusted friend or adult.
For further support, see the organisations listed at the end of

this resource.
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Go to reaction
v

Reaction
| leave a sharp, critical or mocking
comment on someone’s post, or
| hit share on a video that makes
fun of someone. | treat real
people and situations like
fictional entertainment.

Go to impact of reaction

| wake up to a notification,
experiencing real-world hurt
from a comment | forgot that |
had typed.

Go to response
v

Response
| notice the urge to react, close
the app and remind myself that
there is a real person on the other
side of that profile before
| interact.

Go to impact of response

The other person doesn’t
get hurt by a random, unfair
comment online. | wake up with
a clear conscience.

Go to reaction
v

Reaction
| immediately send a passive-
aggressive reply, take a
screenshot to complain to
someone else or leave the person
on ‘read’ to punish them.

Go to impact of reaction

| send an angry text to defend
myself, and a minor
misunderstanding blows up
into a fight. Screenshots of
my angry text messages
are shared. | realise that |
misinterpreted the message,
but | don't want to admit that |

Goto résponse
v

Response
| decide to believe they didn’t
mean to upset me, instead of
assuming the worst. | calmly ask,
‘Hey, | wasn't totally sure what you
meant by that message earlier?’

Goto impacf of response

| cleared up what was meant by
the message and
realised that | had interpreted
it the wrong way. | feel good
that we understand each other

and that we didn't get into a
pointless argument.

was wrong.

. J

. J

Identifying how you feel when you have been triggered by an event is
the first step. You can then decide if you want to pause and respond
intentionally. This can help you build healthier relationships.
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Where to get more help

If you need further support, help is available:

Kids Helpline: 1800 55 1800 or
kidshelpline.com.au. Free, confidential
counselling for bullying and other harmful
behaviours, school issues, online harm and
wellbeing, available 24/7.

Beyond Blue: 1300 22 4636 or
beyondblue.org.au. Mental health support for
stress, anxiety or overwhelm, available 24/7.

Lifeline: 13 11 14 or lifeline.org.au.
Crisis support and counselling if things
feel overwhelming, available 24/7.

Dolly’s Dream Bullying Support Line:

13 36 55 (13 DOLLY) or dollysdream.org.au.
Counselling and guidance for children and
young people experiencing bullying

and other harmful behaviour, available 24/7.

headspace/eheadspace: 1800 650 890 or
headspace.org.au. Mental health, wellbeing and
early intervention support, available

9 am—1 am daily.

1800RESPECT: 1800 737 732 or
1800respect.org.au. Sexual assault, family and
domestic violence counselling line for anyone
who has experienced, or is at risk of, family
and domestic violence and/or sexual assault,
available 24/7.

13YARN: 13 92 76 or 13yarn.org.au. Culturally
safe 24/7 support for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people.

QLife (LGBTIQA+ young people):

1800 184 527 or glife.org.au. Free, anonymous
peer support and referral service, available

3 pm-9 pm daily.

eSafety Commissioner: esafety.gov.au. Report
cyberbullying, get advice and request content
removal support.

Australian Human Rights Commission:
humanrights.gov.au. Support for cases
involving discriminatory harm. Reports can
be made via their website or by emailing
infoservice@humanrights.gov.au.

Connected resources

® Who are you online?
® What does courage look like?
® Understanding the bystander effect

©® Support systems

State, territory and non-government education sectors will reflect the expectations of the National Framework for Addressing Bullying in Australian schools in their policies and procedures by Term 1 2027. This includes making reasonable efforts to
initiate a response to bullying and harmful behaviour within two school days, recognising that further time may be required to fully address the issue. By Term 1 2027, all schools will also publish or link to policies and procedures that align with the

National Framework (or equivalent contemporary jurisdiction specific Frameworks) and their local polices and school context.
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