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Abstract: This paper presents an innovative methodology for the prevention of child sexual abuse
(CSA): animated cartoons. CSA is a political, social, educational, and psychological problem that
affects many children according to the World Health Organization (WHO). That is why prevention
becomes an essential tool for the protection of children. Children are increasingly accustomed to
the use of digital media, both for learning and for entertainment. In response to this evolution on
how information is transmitted and according to the tradition that cartoons have always had of
transmitting values such as friendship, ecology, or solidarity, a 15-minute long video was developed.
This video is an animated cartoon, presenting a story. It is composed of music, six friends, and three
fantasy characters, and it was designed for children to learn resources to ask for help in case they are
suffering CSA. The video is accompanied by a workbook through which both children and adults
reinforce what they have learned in the cartoons and learn additional keys for their protection. Data
from the first pilot studies carried out to test the effectiveness of this methodology are also presented,
with promising results.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, studies in the field of education and the neurosciences show that the
best way to promote learning is by activating curiosity, through manipulation, play, and
investigation [1,2]. Although this type of learning has proven to be effective at different
developmental stages, it becomes especially important during childhood. Manipulation,
curiosity, and play involve the activation of brain areas that are not only involved in infor-
mation processing, reflective thinking, and the understanding and storage of information
but also areas related to emotions. So, there is now a widespread consensus that the best
way to teach is to awaken students’ curiosity [3,4]. This new knowledge and advances
in the field of pedagogy and teaching entail the responsibility for educators to generate
methodologies that, through these principles, facilitate young children’s learning [2,5].

On this basis emerges the idea of teaching children using cartoons. There are many
cartoon series available today that teach a second language, numbers, knowledge about
nature or history, or values such as solidarity or respect [6]. In this line, this paper proposes
to teach young children how to identify and protect themselves from child sexual abuse
(CSA) through a short animated cartoon (and a workbook) with which children can easily
identify through images and fantasy. This way of transmitting information also makes it
more accessible for adults because CSA is still a topic that tends to generate fear and is
usually difficult for parents to address. However, the size of this global health problem
indicates the need to make society aware of and involved in prevention. The World Health
Organization (WHO) defines CSA as the involvement of a child in sexual activity that he or
she does not fully comprehend, is unable to give informed consent to, or for which the child
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is not developmentally prepared and cannot give consent, or that violates the laws or social
taboos of society. CSA is evidenced by this activity “between a child and an adult or another
child who by age or development is in a relationship of responsibility, trust, or power, the
activity being intended to gratify or satisfy the needs of the other person” [7] (p. 75).

International prevalence studies show alarming figures worldwide. Barth et al. [§],
analyzing studies from 24 countries, found a prevalence range between 0 and 69% in women
and up to 47% in men. The WHO reports that one out of five girls are victims of CSA and
one out of seven boys [9]. A recent meta-analysis, conducted by Pan et al. [10], yielded
CSA figures of around 24% in women. It should not be forgotten that the shame and fear
surrounding CSA means that many of the cases never become known [11]. The prevalence
studies suffer from a heterogeneous methodology that does not allow comparisons to be
made and fail to clearly define what is considered CSA, and the figures found will depend
dramatically on this definition. Thus, for example, recent retrospective studies carried out
in Spain and Mexico with large samples of women show percentages that reach 53.1% [12]
and 65.8% [13] of women who have been rubbed with or against their genitals during
childhood or adolescence (being the most common type of abuse reported). Ferragut
et al. [14] determined the prevalence of a representative Spanish sample by asking adults
retrospectively. They explored 10 different kinds of events considered CSA. The prevalence
for each type of CSA experience revealed that the most common experience was being
shown pornographic material (18.5%), while the one with the lowest prevalence was being
forced to perform a sexual act involving penetration (2.8%). These authors highlighted that,
although 2.8% may not seem to be a large amount, this means that approximately one in 35
of the Spanish adults surveyed had suffered penetration during their childhood, without
finding gender differences in this regard. It is crucial to investigate the prevalence of this
maltreatment among men, who seem to be reluctant to disclose, even in adulthood [15].

In previous studies in Spanish populations, it was reported that the most common
age to have suffered any CSA contact for the first time was 6 years [12,16]. These data
agree with other academics who highlight that the age period of greatest risk is between 6
and 11 years [17-19].

Many events can affect children’s healthy development, ranging from their own or
other family members’ physical or mental illnesses to socio-economic situations, including
traumatic life events, and CSA falls within this category. Suffering CSA can affect not only
the child’s physical and emotional health but also their subsequent development [20-22].
Medium/long-term consequences have been documented, ranging from physical problems,
such as unexplained physical symptoms, headaches, or insomnia, anxious-depressive
symptoms, and social isolation to the development of serious disorders such as borderline
personality disorder or attachment disorders [23-25]. That is why social awareness of this
problem, and the development of educational and prevention programs are essential [24,26].

2. Anne’s Secret: Video Story

Anne’s Secret was born as an innovative methodology to teach children to seek help
in a situation in which they are victims of sexual abuse. From the idea of using cartoons for
this purpose, a focus group was created with 10 children between 5 and 12 years old with
whom researchers discussed what elements cartoons should have to be attractive to them.
Several keys emerged from this focus group: the video story should be about a group of
friends, there should be animals, it should be about something that must be discovered,
found out, or guessed, and there should be a hiding place or a secret shelter in a tree.

These ideas were used to guide the creation of the script. CSA is characterized
by several points that usually occur almost identically in all cases: bribing the child,
giving gifts in exchange for their silence and for participating in the activity; secrecy: the
child is convinced in various ways that they must keep the secret, either because it is
something “very special” or because it is forbidden and, if someone finds out, they could
be punished [27]; and finally, threats are used. As abuse produces a situation of inequality
between the child and the abuser because the abuser is older and has some kind of authority
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or power, the threat of terrible consequences if the child tells about the abuse is usually
present as well.

Secrecy and threat have been used as central themes of the plot, thus becoming the
objective of the drawings to teach children to identify something they do not like or that
makes them feel uncomfortable and to distinguish between a positive secret that can be
kept for a while and secrets that harm them. Two “magical” characters were designed to
serve as narrators of the story, to give coherence, and help the children to follow it. The
figure of a tree, the “mother tree”, and an owl were selected as symbolic representatives of
knowledge and intuition. The figure of a dog acts as an element that connects the children’s
experience with this knowledge and intuition.

The story begins with a gang of friends, three boys and three girls of undetermined
age, around eight to nine years old, who are playing in a park. They are Caucasian, Asiatic,
Latin American, and African. One of the girls, Anne, is apart from the others and appears
downcast. The group of friends notices this and asks her what the matter is with her, but
she does not want to tell. Then, dialogues emerge, both between the children and between
the characters that represent knowledge and intuition. The friends manage to convince
Anne to tell them what the matter is with her. At that time, through abstract images and
a vocabulary typical of children of that age (for example, “at first, he told me he wanted
to play, but then I did not like the game” and “he told me that if I told anyone, everyone
was going to be angry with me”), the audience can see what has happened to Anne. Then,
her friends assist her to seek help by telling a trusted adult. The cartoon encourages the
children to talk to five trustworthy adults.

The action takes place using a child’s vocabulary that at no time produces fear in the
children. Color contrast and drawing style are also used: while the children are together,
talking and playing, the colors are clear. The moment Anne tells them how bad she
feels when she “has to play” that “game”, the colors become dark, and the strokes of
the drawing change. At the end of the short cartoon, which lasts 15 min, the owl sings
a song. The lyrics and music of this song, written and composed for this purpose and
supervised by the psychological team of Asociacion Con.ciencia [28,29], aims to facilitate
children’s integration of learning how to recognize and identify their bodily sensation
when something bothers them, to distinguish between a secret that can be kept and one
that cannot, and to report to a trustworthy adult when something like this happens to them.
The song has a part that is sung in rap style that encourages children’s learning and allows
them to rap/sing the chorus. For some authors, the term rap can be an acronym for rhythm
and poetry; recite a poem; revolution, attitude, and poetry; or respect and peace. All of
them are objectives of the song [30].

3. Anne’s Secret: The Workbook

As complementary material to the video, a workbook was created, which will strengthen
the learnings from the video through exercises that the children will do, both in groups and
individually [31]. This workbook is designed in a playful style, and the exercises can be
completed via writing and drawing. One by one, the tasks review all the basic elements
that adults and children should know to protect others and themselves from CSA, ranging
from the recognition of sadness and intuition, the differentiation between a game and
something that is not a game, and seeking help, including other basic elements. For each
point addressed, an explanatory key is given to adults. Thus, for example, when talking
about sadness, adults are guided on how to talk to children to help them express and
relieve their sadness. Specifically, the exercises are structured on the following themes: (1)
play, (2) sadness, (3) intuition, (4) good and bad Secrets, (5) help from others, (6) the abuse
or violence of others, (7) the five trusted people, (8) the secret word, (9) music, and (10)
the gang.

Figure 1 represents an example of Exercise 2 on sadness, which shows how a pho-
togram of the drawings always appears, and then questions are asked for the children to
work on, and, on the right, a box appears in which indications are given for adults.
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LA TRISTEZA Asoclacion
A veces estamos tristes por cosas que nos han pasado. Una amiga no quiere Sinotas a tu hijo o hija

triste, ausente o retraido
es importante hablar
mucho estd enfermo/a o ha muerto. La tristeza es una emocion necesaria con él o ella. Lo primero
es tomarte un tiempo
para calmarte. Busca un
momento de
tranquilidad que
favorezca la
comunicacion. Leer un
cuento o ver su serie
¢En qué se le nota a Ana la tristeza? favorita es un buen
comienzo. Los nifios se
expresan de forma
diferente a los adultos,
es importante escuchar
con atencion dejandoles
espacio. No interrogar,
culpabilizar ni asustar.
Habra un segundo
momento para saber

jugar conmigo, maméa y papa se han ido de viaje o alguien a quien queremos

cuando algo triste ocurre. Avisa de que esta ocurriendo algo.

¢Cuando estas tu triste?

¢Qué cosas te hacen sentir mejor cuando estas triste? Somos como sequir. Los papis y
diferentes, pero a tod@s nos hace sentir mejor hablar con alguien mamis no estdis solos.
cercano de eso que nos puso triste. También puede servirte

dibujar o escribir sobre ello. =»

Figure 1. Example of an activity from the workbook about sadness.

4. Pilot Experiences Using Cartoons to Prevent CSA

To date, the cartoons have been used four times in a teaching context, obtaining
promising results. The psychologists in charge present themselves, explain that everyone is
going to watch cartoons to learn “some important things” and do some group dynamics
with the children to facilitate communication and a relaxed learning environment. In these
dynamics, questions such as “Do you know what intuition is?”, “How do you realize that a
friend is sad?”, and “Who takes care of you when you feel sad?” are introduced. Then, the
participants start to view the cartoon.

It is essential for the children to display active observation while they watch the
video in order to detect possible situations of identification with the characters, confusion,
or distress.

Once the short cartoon is over, the children share what has caught their attention, what
they liked, what they would do if what happened to Anne happened to a friend, etc. After
this sharing, they work on the workbook with the support of teachers and the psychologists.
In addition to strengthening the learning carried out, this activity allows educators and
parents to have information about, for example, who are the children’s trusted people
because they can take the workbook home. Special emphasis is placed on the need to have
a list of at least five adults that they can turn to. These people should belong to different
areas of the child’s life: family and school. Likewise, the identification of sadness and what
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constitutes an abusive situation (always in a language that children understand and that
does not frighten them) are addressed.

The cartoon has also been presented to teachers in eight schools to train these profes-
sionals so that they can carry out the dynamics with the children during their classes.

A pilot evaluation of the effectiveness of this teaching method based on cartoons and
the workbook has been carried out through an author-elaborated instrument [32]. This
instrument, composed of four questions with a Likert-type response format, addresses
the fundamental points treated in the cartoons, both before and after their viewing. For
instance, one of the questions is “Do you know the difference between a bad secret and
a good secret?”. The results obtained from a group of 36 children aged between 8 and
10 years (15 girls) showed that the goal of the learning was achieved through the cartoons
and the workbook: children knew what intuition was and how to recognize it in their body,
they could differentiate between a “good” secret and a “bad” secret, and they were clear
about which trusted people they could turn to when they feel uncomfortable or sad. As a
future line of research, we contemplate analyzing more complete data on the effectiveness
of the program, including other instruments, expanding the sample, and carrying out a
third evaluation after the viewing, to confirm that the learnings are maintained and that the
children would know how to put them into practice if they needed them. Informed consent
to work with children and to collect their responses was obtained from their caregivers
before the day of the activity.

5. Working with Adults

In the prevention and eradication of CSA, the active role of adults is fundamental
because under no circumstances can prevention be delegated exclusively to the children.
That is why work through psycho-education and awareness is essential [33]. The proposed
program, whose core is the short cartoon, includes an explanatory talk with parents and
educators before the children view the cartoon. This talk is structured so that, without
alarming them, adults become aware of the high prevalence of CSA and the need for
everyone to be involved in its prevention. Parents and educators are allowed to express
their doubts and fears about this issue. They are also instructed not only about how to
detect warning signs but also how to act if a child tells them that they have been abused.
It is useless for children to seek help if there are no adults prepared to listen to them [34].
Hence the chorus of the song, “You are not alone, I am listening to you”.

6. Conclusions

In a world that depends increasingly on images for the transmission of information,
new teaching-learning methodologies are necessary to facilitate not only the acquisition
but also the integration of new knowledge [2]. With CSA being such a widespread problem
at all socio-cultural levels and with consequences not only for the victim but also for the
family [20,21], it is necessary to involve all of society in its eradication. For this purpose,
including prevention programs within educational policies is necessary, as well as the
involvement of all strata of society [12,20,26,27]. In addition to academic knowledge proper,
the educational curriculum must include socio-emotional education that promotes healthy
development from early childhood [3,5]. The use of cartoons is proposed as an effective and
desirable strategy from which children can approach a delicate and complex subject using
their imagination and, in a language, (through image, color, and sound) that is familiar and
easy to integrate [6].
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