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Bursting the Bubble
And Empowering Young People

Jessamy Babbel 

Jessamy conducted the background research for the Bursting the Bubble website and wrote the first draft of its content. This is the speech she gave at the launch of the website. It explains the philosophy behind the website and overviews some of its key features. 

The Disempowerment of Young People

Bursting the Bubble is based on information gathered from young people living in refuges. The most commonly shared char-acteristic amongst participants was a desire, and even passion, to give advice to other young people.

Many in the focus groups felt that while adults had listened to them and tried to help them, they had not really been understood. In fact, young people seemed to experience disempowerment through both their experi-ences of violence, and by having their sur-vival skills ignored or questioned by helping systems.

Unfortunately, many of the responses that young people had to trauma were medicated over, under the banner of treatment for depression, anxiety, learning difficulties or behavioural issues. Their responses were rarely valued as ensuring survival but instead understood as being problematic behaviour.

Recognising and Building on Young People’s Knowledge and Skills

In my work at Hanover Women’s Service with adults who have experienced abuse as young people, these themes continue to play out. As a relatively new worker to the field, I have come to understand that one must have a heightened sensitivity to the complex ways that survivors deal with abuse.

I have become aware of how the worker/

client relationship can so easily replicate the perpetrator/victim dynamic, despite the best intentions of the worker. Because of this, any decision made in regard to a young person who has experienced abuse must be done with the young person, because too much power has already been stolen from them.

Based on this belief, the information in Bursting the Bubble seeks to build on young people’s knowledge, and support them in their efforts to seek help. Every attempt has been made to expose the mysterious pro-cesses that the police, child protection and other important agencies use, so that young people can enter helping systems with an understanding of what may lie ahead. This offers an essential challenge to their experi-ence of having choices and rights removed by perpetrators of abuse.

Why the Title ‘Bursting the Bubble’?

The title of this website strives to symbolise the internal pressure that is experienced by young people trying to hold things together. It also attempts to let them know that the release of this pressure can be a relief, rather than the end of the world. The feed-back received about the title was over-whelmingly positive, confirming that it truly reflects young people’s experience.

Dealing with Feelings

Many young people spoke of experiencing intense physical reactions to any fore-shadowing of violence. One young woman spoke of not understanding her response of throwing up whenever she heard voices become raised in her family.

Feelings were described as being horrible. We may understand them to be the protect-ive impulses of ‘flight, fight or freeze’. Young people who have experienced abuse can attempt to distance themselves from these impulses so that they are not perpetually in a state of panic. Basically, young people need to distance themselves from their emotions to survive them. In this way, emotions become disconnected from trauma, and the young person can ex-perience a type of emotional disembodiment. In this way, not even their feelings feel like their own.

In response to this, checklists and suggest-ions on the site dealing with emotions were incorporated as a starting point for giving these experiences a name and beginning the process of reconnecting to feelings. The checklists also try to normalise a wide range of reactions, from social withdrawal to the relentless seeking out of social contact.

Why is this Happening?

Young people seem to often ask: Why is this happening to me? Am I not good enough to be treated any better? Do I have a label on my forehead that says ‘hurt me’? In my work with adult women, it has become more and more clear that these beliefs have the potential to impact upon relationships well into the future.  

In a society that individualises problems, young people look inward to place blame. Sometimes the blame is laid at the feet of the non-abusive parent. The perpetrator is seen as just too powerful to blame or dis-believe. Alternatively, booze or pills may be blamed, or the abusive behaviour may be understood as a product of the abuser’s low self-esteem. Supportive relationships that the young person may have that challenge the abuser’s power are damaged or outright destroyed. 

In all of these scenarios, the abuser is let off the hook. For this reason Bursting the Bubble states very clearly that abusers abuse because they benefit from it. They have the power and control. It is never the young person’s fault.

Leaving Home

Sometimes staying at home isn’t an option. But how do you know what safety feels like if you’ve never really experienced it? Where can you go, and how should you be treated when you get there? This is not information that all young people have. 

Many young people spoke of having difficult relationships with the police. Some spoke of appreciating their protective workers for being people who cared, but thinking that they made decisions based on some all-knowing adult logic that was beyond their understanding.

Young people’s decisions about their safety are often made in the confusion and panic of a crisis. Not knowing their options or their rights within helping systems can contribute to their disempowerment, which in turn contributes to them telling that the world really is beyond their control.

The information contained in Bursting the Bubble about leaving home, accommodation, housing assistance, legal issues, support and advocacy services, encourages them to make thoughtful and informed decisions, to have some real control over what happens to them.

Helping a Friend

Often young people won’t turn to helping systems. They’ll turn to their friends. As part of our stance that recognises young people’s survival skills and the necessity of them having control over their lives, Burst-ing the Bubble contains advice for young people supporting their friends who may be in abusive situations. It is acknowledged that sometimes adults do have to intervene for safety reasons, however this must be a stated possibility.

Safety Planning

The site also contains safety plan forms that can be printed off and filled out by young people, or completed between young people and their teachers, workers or friends. This exercise helps to formalise survival skills and make conscious to young people the options available to them. It is a tool for young people to take control over their own safety. The feedback so far from both young people and adults regarding these forms has been very positive. This is a fabulous acknowledgement of the abilities and expert-ise of young people.

Feedback on the Website

The work of speaking to young people and adults has been alternatively delightful and challenging. The site as it is today contains the stories, pain, passion, happiness and deep sadness of many individuals who have been brave and kind enough to share their secrets with us.

There are no simple statements for summing up everything in this site, no neat well-formed analysis. As we all know, many young people who live through experiences of violence and abuse do not end up being ok. As professionals, workers, carers, parents and friends we hang on to our optimism and vision for what we want the world to be like for young people. So, I’ll leave you with some of the comments and stories from those who have used the site. I hope we keep getting many more.

From a 16-year old girl: ‘It’s easy to understand and shows that other people experience the same things too. It made me feel as if I wasn’t alone’.

From a 17-year old girl: ‘I liked how you can help people through their family problems and make them think that they are special once in a while!’

From a 17-year old boy: ‘Good links, the true stories help you feel like you aren’t a freak and it’s brilliant that same-sex marriages are acknowledged’.

From a 13-year old girl: ‘This website really helped me to see the danger my friend is in’. 

So please go to the site, which is www.burstingthebubble.com, and give us some of your feedback. 

Jessamy is a Social Worker who has worked with both young and adult women who have experienced violence. 
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Almost a quarter of young people in Australia have witnessed an incident of physical violence against their mother or stepmother. Many will also experience physical, sexual or emotional abuse from family members. 

Until now there have been no comprehensive resources available for young people living with family violence. 

BURSTING THE BUBBLE is a new website developed specifically for young people experiencing family violence. It uses quizzes, stories and other interactive devices to help young people recognise abuse or domestic violence and work out what they can do to protect themselves and get help. 

[image: image4.png]



A colourful 16-page pocket-sized booklet based on the website has also been developed and will be particularly valuable for young people unable to access the Internet. 

Booklets and FREE PROMOTIONAL POSTCARDS & POSTERS are available from DVIRC.
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