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Abstract

Responsible journalism plays a crucial role in raising the public awareness and understanding of
child sexual abuse (CSA). When handled ethically, media coverage can help to shed light on this
issue, dispel misconceptions, and empower people to protect children. However, negligent or
unethical reporting can worsen the situation, reinforce harmful stereotypes, and hurt victims.
Many studies have analysed how English-language media reports on child sexual abuse are
often influenced by dominant narratives and myths. Although no systematic analysis of Russian
media coverage has been conducted on this topic, the problematic nature of reporting has been
acknowledged. Further research is needed to understand how CS4 is portrayed in the Russian
digital media and how it impacts survivors and those who support them.

Through 12 expert interviews with representatives from the digital media, psychologists,
and survivors of CSA, we explore how digital media influences the experiences of survivors
and affects professionals who work to combat CSA. All participants in the study have been
involved in media coverage of CSA, whether by preparing and publishing content about CSA4,
giving interviews, sharing personal stories, providing psychological support to child survivors
of CSA who have been the subject of media attention, or offering expert commentary.

Our research findings indicate that media coverage has significant implications for victims,
as even limited information can breach their privacy and cause emotional distress. At a societal
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level, unethical media reporting can discourage victims from seeking help and influence adults’
willingness to take preventive measures. The language, tone, and context of media reports
influence public perceptions and contribute to myths surrounding CSA. Professionals working
to combat CSA face many challenges, including the manipulation of media to discredit victims
and professionals supporting them, and to exonerate accused perpetrators. The study participants
emphasized the significant potential of digital media in increasing public awareness of CSA.
This is important for preventing violence and for providing better access to support for victims.
However, finding a balance between the conflicting roles of media professionals, psychologists,
and activists who work to prevent CSA and protect the well-being of survivors remains challenging.

Keywords: child sexual abuse, media, coverage, ethics, Russia

Introduction

The media shapes public opinion on social issues in addition to acting as a channel
for information that is socially relevant. The language of news commentary serves
as a representation system that constructs awareness of social policies, challenges,
and inequalities [larskaia-Smirnova et al. 2016]. While the media can highlight
certain issues, it can also silence others, influencing public discourse and perceptions.
Information offered by the media can be perceived by the audience as a prevailing
opinion or a universally accepted rule that is hard to challenge [Noelle-Neumann 1991].

Historically, traditional media coverage of child sexual abuse (CSA) was often
limited, sensationalized, and focused on high-profile cases [Doring, Walter 2024].
Digital media expanded the scope of CSA coverage. Digital media is characterized
by close interaction with the audience through rapid feedback (comments), emotional
reactions (likes and dislikes), and the ability to share materials within communities.
This interaction is how public opinion is formed today, allowing audiences to express
their dissatisfaction or approval. The speed and reach of digital platforms can lead to the
spread of misinformation or sensationalism and breaches of privacy which can harm
the survivors of CSA. It is not surprising that ethical coverage of CSA in the media has
become prominent at a time when digital media has gained massive reach and influence.

CSA4 in media narratives

CSA is a major public health problem and a grave violation of children’s rights.
It is estimated that 18% of girls and 8% of boys globally suffer from CSA [Stoltenborgh
et al. 2011]. CSA is a serious crime with a significant impact on individuals and society
as a whole. However, it often garners media coverage primarily because of its sensational
potential.

News value theory [Eilders 2016] suggests that specific characteristics of an event
determine its newsworthiness, such as proximity, personalization, and negativity.
Consequently, media coverage of CSA often exhibits certain characteristics, including
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portraying offenders as strangers or upstanding members of the community, emphasizing
additional violence or bizarre facts, involving multiple parties or celebrities, and highlighting
cover-ups, especially in institutional settings like churches. The way CSA is presented
(or framed) in the media can influence how people perceive it [Scheufele, Tewksbury 2007].

Content analysis has been widely undertaken on English-language CSA media
coverage (e.g. [Cromer, Goldsmith 2010; Weatherred 2017]). The portrayal of CSA in the
media is often influenced by overarching narratives and myths about CSA. Research
suggest, that media outlets have the power to influence the spread and perpetuation
of these myths, which can further complicate efforts to address CSA. This can also lead
to the stigmatization of victims, lower disclosure rates, and reduced reporting to law
enforcement. Studies have shown that there is a concerning lack of ethical consideration
in the way CSA is depicted in the media. This can have serious consequences for victims,
who may be further traumatized by the negative portrayal.

The media also play a crucial role in raising awareness about CSA and preventing
such crimes. In particular, it can disseminate information about the prevalence, signs,
and consequences of CSA, educate the public about resources available for victims
and encourage the reporting to the authorities. Media coverage can help destigmatize
discussions surrounding CSA, making it easier for survivors to come forward and
seek support. Recently, digital media has become an important platform for survivors
of sexual abuse. It provides a space for them to share their experiences and find support
when traditional channels fail to offer validation [4laggia, Wang 2020]. This is also valid
for Russian media, where the analysis of comments on the Russian tabloid “Spletnik’ has
revealed a strong sense of solidarity among readers towards victims of abuse and support
for the women’s movement fighting against sexual assault [Erofeeva 2018].

There has been a growing concern in recent years in response to the emergent problem
of inaccurate media coverage of CSA, leading to the development of quality criteria for
reporting on CSA [Déring, Walter 2020] and media guidelines addressing CSA [Reporting
on Child Sexual Abuse 2023]. The terminology used to describe CSA has been identified
as a significant concern by survivors and professionals globally and initiatives have been
undertaken to promote the use of appropriate language [ Greijer, Doek 2016].

Covering CSA in the Russian media

The number of reported CSA crimes in Russia has seen a rise in recent years, attributed
to various factors, including increased public awareness and the adoption of child-
friendly investigation methods [Rusakova, Odinokova 2020]. In particular, legislative
changes have been implemented to provide psychological and legal support for children
involved in CSA investigations. Assistance for children survivors of CSA is available
through governmental organizations as well as non-profit organizations dedicated
to combating violence against women and children. This has led to the greater
involvement of professionals in identifying and reporting crimes and in providing
assistance to children. A significant catalyst for raising awareness about CSA has been
the emergence and growing utilisation of digital media by non-profit organisations and
activists. This platform enabled them to educate followers, garner support for their
initiatives, and conduct fundraising efforts.
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Russia has a vast digital media audience. According to the latest Global Digital
research, by 2021 the number of Internet users in Russia reached 124 million people,
or 85% of the country’s population'. The key law regulating the media sector in Russia
is the law “On Mass Media”. The legislation prohibits the dissemination of information
about minor victims of crimes, including their names, photos, addresses, and other iden-
tifying details in the media and IT networks [Vartanova 2024]. This restriction applies
to both official media outlets and digital publications in general. The legality of publica-
tions is monitored by the state (Roskomnadzor, Investigative Committee, and the police)
and by Internet users who may report dangerous and unlawful content to social media
platforms or directly to Roskomnadzor or law enforcement agencies. Social networks are
required to independently identify and block information prohibited in Russia®.

There has been no systematic content analysis conducted on CSA media reporting
in Russian. However, the problematic coverage has already garnered attention.
For example, in 2020 a news article from Moskovsky Komsomolets, a major Russian
media outlet, used the headline: “12-year-old Moscow schoolgirl seduces stepfather in
defiance of strict mother.” The article stated that a girl “decided to become her stepfather’s
lover as a way to repay him for his attention, care, and treats.” This publication has
attracted significant criticism from child protection advocates, leading to the editorial
team changing the title [Not to Shift Blame onto the Victim 2020]. Most publications
using similar tone and language, however, go unnoticed and can be found in the news.

Russian media rarely provide contextual information about sexual abuse as a systemic
problem, focusing instead on individual cases. Information for parents or professionals on
child protection measures and support for survivors of sexual abuse is almost universally
absent in media coverage. The Code of Professional Ethics of Russian Journalists does
not address ethical covering of child abuse or sexual violence [The Code of Professional
Ethics 1994]. In response to the problem of unethical CSA media coverage some Russian
non-profit organisations, fighting sexual abuse, have developed their own recommenda-
tions for journalists on how to cover this topic (e.g. [Recommendations for Preparing
Media Materials 2024; Odinokova et al. 2022]). While most research on CSA media cov-
erage has been conducted through content analysis of texts, there has been a lack of explo-
ration into the views and experiences of those directly impacted by this media coverage.
This includes not only members of the general public, but also survivors of CSA and
professionals who work to combat CSA, such as psychologists and children’s rights activ-
ists. Understanding these individuals’ perceptions regarding CSA reporting and its impact
on them is essential for identifying additional dimensions of the media coverage of CSA.

Research Methodology and Methods

This paper investigates the impact of mediarepresentations of CSA on media professionals,
psychologists specialising in child sexual abuse victims, and adult survivors of CSA.

Tishina Yu. (2021) “The Owner of the fence Is Responsible for What Is Written on It” The Head of Roskomnadzor
Andrey Lipov on the Methods of Forcing Foreign IT Companies to Cooperate. The Kommersant, May 25, 2021. Available
at: https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4826455, accessed 19.04.2024 (in Russian).

2 Tishina Yu. (2021) “The Owner of the fence Is Responsible for What Is Written on It” The Head of Roskomnadzor
Andrey Lipov on the Methods of Forcing Foreign IT Companies to Cooperate. The Kommersant, May 25,2021. Available
at: https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4826455, accessed 19.04.2024 (in Russian).
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Specifically, it explores how these groups perceive the media coverage of CSA and their
experiences with media participation.

To address this we conducted a series of 12 expert interviews. The interviewees were
two digital media representatives: one journalist from a prominent official media outlet
specializing in crime coverage, and one blogger with over 100k followers, specializing
in social issues like HIV and violence; eight psychologists specializing in offering
psychological support to victims of CSA representing child protection professionals:
four were affiliated with non-governmental organizations, and four with governmental
institutions, three of them had personal experience of CSA; survivors of CSA/activists
were represented by two adults working in various fields but dedicating significant
amounts of time to advocating for and protecting children from CSA. All participants
in the study were recruited through the social networks of the first author, who is an
active member of the professional community of psychologists and other professionals
working against CSA. The selection criterion was that all of them were involved in the
digital media coverage of CSA.

The interviewees involved in the study were all females, aged between 22 and 45,
working in different regions of Russia, including Moscow, Saint Petersburg, and
Sverdlovskaya Region. Interviews were conducted from October to November 2021
and from August to September 2023. Although data collection was interrupted, during
this interruption there were no notable legislative or practical changes that would have
impacted the media coverage of CSA or the perspectives of the interviewees. Interviews
were conducted online and ranged in duration from 60 to 90 minutes. Before the study
began, all participants provided voluntary verbal informed consent to be interviewed.
The data were processed by means of deductive and inductive content analysis [Bernard,
Ryan 2010] using the software Atlas.TI.

Research findings

All participants in the study had some involvement with media coverage of CSA,
which can be categorized into several main roles: preparing and publishing media
content on CSA as journalists, giving interviews or sharing personal stories about CSA,
providing professional psychological support to child victims and their families whose
cases were reported in the media, offering expert commentary on CSA at the request
of the media, or appearing in the media as a psychologist supporting victims during
investigations. These experiences defined the three major themes of the interviews:
the legal and psychological impact of digital media coverage on survivors of CSA,
the societal implications of CSA digital media coverage, and the effects of CSA digital
media coverage on the work of professionals engaged in addressing CSA.

The psychological impact of media coverage on CSA survivors

When discussing the media coverage of CSA cases, our respondents first of all referred
to the quality of CSA coverage in news commentary about crime reports, court
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hearings, or verdicts. This information is typically presented in a brief format, providing
details about the age and gender of the child victim, and the key circumstances of the
crime. Sometimes, this material is accompanied by comments from law enforcement
representatives. As reported by the journalist interviewee, newsrooms in major media
outlets typically have established protocols for handling sensitive material like CSA.

Normally, such stories in our team are covered by a very few people who understand the redlines
[...]. They should have enough empathy to avoid a tabloid style. [ ...] The material then is examined
by the editor; and if there are doubts or concern, we involve our legal counsel (R1, Journalist).

The identity of children affected by crime in Russia is legally protected,
and in particular, it is prohibited to publish any identifying information about them.
However, even prominent media outlets occasionally reveal details that could potentially
identify the child. Such disclosures can have a traumatic impact on the child and their
family, exacerbating the trauma and impeding the rehabilitation process.

You probably know such brief news bulletins: there was no personal information about
the child, but there was the place of residence, the address. Not the flat, but the building
[number]. And the mother's profession was also there. Of course, the mother [of a child
victim] was anxious she could be identified (R3, psychologist).

Even without disclosing personal data, media coverage of a CSA crime can still
traumatise survivors, reawakening feelings of fear, shame, and vulnerability:

[My child client told me] “I feel as if everybody is looking at me, everybody has read the
story”. The person inside the situation believes people must have been discussing them (R7,
psychologist).

In large media outlets, news about child abuse competes for attention with other
events and may get lost, while in local media, abuse becomes a significant local
event, attracting increased attention and discussion. In another instance recounted by
a psychologist interviewee, personal details of a child survivor were leaked to a local
media outlet in a town and became the subject of speculation for months:

The mother [of the child victim] was very stressed, she was constantly calling me and crying.
[...] They moved to another city because of all the pressure (R10, psychologist).

Tabloid press and social media platforms do not seem to adhere to any policies
when reporting on CSA. They tend to prioritize sensationalism, emphasizing explicit
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details, and disclosing personal information about victims. Information leaks to the media
result in additional work for professionals, who must then write complaints requesting
the editing or removal of such information.

A family we are supporting made a statement to the police [about the CSA crime]. The media
got hold of this information, and it was published by multiple news sites. And now [name
of the lawyer the organisation] and the mother are writing requests to the editorial boards
and the prosecutor s office, asking for the removal of the information. (R7, psychologist).

Interviewees stated that the impact of the leakage of personal information and
explicit details about the crime extends beyond individual consequences. Detailed
reporting and unrestricted commenting on CSA in the media discourage reporting
of CSA to the authorities by making children fearful of breaches of confidentiality,
victim-blaming, and cyberbullying.

One of the recurring themes regarding the impact of the media on survivors was
interviewing of survivors of CSA. This refers to a completely different type of material,
which may be issued as a text or video interview sharing a personal story. Preparing and
conducting these interviews requires careful consideration of the ethical implications
of involving individuals who have been through traumatic experiences.

Normally, [survivors of CSA] start speaking after a long time, after they have been through
it. I believe it is good practice, it shows that these things do happen in life. And then
the person speaks out and receives support [...]. There are many children, unfortunately,
who remain silent. When they are twenty years old, they understand that they were abused
in their childhood, but as time has passed, nothing can be proven any longer. So I think these
experiences need to be made clear (R7, psychologist).

The publication of a personal story typically garners many views and the reactions
from the audience range from support to victim-blaming.

1 remember when I wrote [my story], I felt nauseous. For me, it was like throwing out the
whole thing, even though I had been working to overcome this abuse in my childhood with
a psychologist and psychiatrist for eight years [...]. And I saw readers’ comments like ‘it is
as if you described my life’, or ‘it is as if I myself have been through all that’(R2, blogger).

An important factor in considering whether to publish a personal story voluntarily
is the legal age of the survivor. Being a minor can create additional risks that may outweigh
the potential benefits of publication, according to those interviewed. Psychologists
confirm that it is crucial to explicitly discuss the matter with the person, who wants
to publicise the personal story of abuse, and prepare them for the potential implications
so that they can make an informed decision.
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There was a time when we would frequently be contacted by adult clients who wanted to share
their story of CSA via social or traditional media. We can't disallow or encourage that, but
in every case, we discussed the consequences that may follow [...]. Often, there is a lot
of hope that they will change something. But it may not change anything (R6, psychologist).

The psychologists we interviewed emphasise that it is crucial to ensure that the
person is fully capable of sharing their story voluntarily. Confidentiality and safety must
be guaranteed, and if possible, it is advisable to avoid videos. The individual should have
the opportunity to review the text before publication, to make corrections, or to withdraw
their story. Given the potential for readers’ comments, the survivor should be prepared
to handle negative comments and requests for help from other victims.

The sense of control is key, the victim should have it; they should understand the
consequences of the publication, as far as possible. What will happen if we make the story
anonymous, what if we don't. We should warn [the survivor] that if the story is made public,
and their name is there, some other victims may try to contact them and share their stories
(R11, survivor).

The interviewees who were psychologists and survivors emphasised that it is equally
important to portray the abuser, informing the audience that abuse always involves
an abuser. This approach helps to contextualise the issue and bring attention to the
responsibility of the perpetrator. It is also important to caution the survivor that publishing
the name of the perpetrator could have legal consequences, both for the perpetrator
(for example, law enforcement may initiate criminal proceedings based on media materials)
and for the survivor (for instance, the perpetrator may accuse them of defamation).

Stories of CSA can be found in the media, not only through interviews with
survivors, but also through comments sections and news reposts in social media.

I am always touched by how people start sharing their stories in comments to such
publications [personal stories of CSAJ. [...] Journalists prepare their materials, and now
people add their stories, and all this brings to light the very scale of the problem. I shiver
every time [ see it (R9, psychologist).

Managing readers’ comments on publications is another aspect mentioned by
interviewees. Negative comments, often including victim-blaming and offensive
language, can cause distress to survivors who may read them. Interviewees propose
several strategies to manage readers’ comments, including blocking them, close
moderation to remove harmful content, and publishing warnings for readers.

In general, the interviewees acknowledge a positive trend towards more informative
and thoughtful journalism concerning CSA in Russian digital media. They noted
a shift from simplistic coverage to more in-depth storytelling. This evolution suggests
an increase in the quantity and quality of publications addressing CSA.
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The societal implications of CSA media coverage

One of the common themes that emerged from interviews with psychologists and victims
of CSA was the myths surrounding CSA in the media. For professionals these myths
and misconceptions present additional challenges. Clients may internalise negative
stereotypes or feel further stigmatised by sensationalised reporting. This can significantly
affect survivors’ willingness to seek help, report their experiences to law enforcement
agencies, or participate in therapeutic interventions.

Often these publications and accompanying comments reinforce the myth that
a child’s testimony is untruthful, a product of childish fantasies. With older children
or their parents, there are allegations that they may fabricate abuse accusations
for personal gain, such as seeking benefits. Parents, often mothers, are often blamed
and accused of either negligence or exploiting the situation.

They start speculating that a child could have invented all that, although this is simply
impossible at that age. A child is unable to convincingly testify about sexual abuse if they
haven t experienced it (R10, psychologist).

The language used in reporting can influence public perceptions and attitudes
towards CSA and survivors. All the interviewees noted a problem with the terminology
used in reporting the incidents. The publication may employ various euphemisms
to describe sexual violence, using expressions such as “had sex,” “engaged in intimate
relations,” “decided to become a lover,” or “decided to start adult relations.” As reported
by psychologists, such wording serves to justify the abuser and shift the responsibility
to the victim, perpetuating the myth that consensual sexual activities between an adult and
a child are possible and do not constitute abuse, or that such incidents are insignificant.

Even good journalists in high-quality media would now and then mention something
[inadequate] about “paedophiles”, “victims”, “sex”, or some “petting”. Conceptually,
the material can be okay, but on the level of the vocabulary and the details, one has to be
more careful (R4, psychologist).

Unofficial digital media have no red lines when depicting instances of CSA.

Sometimes they come up with headlines, like “the first time” when writing about the rape
of a young girl. And they seem not to even notice it (R11, survivor).

Most psychologists and survivors mention the term ‘paedophile’ as a widespread
example of incorrect terminology used in official media that should be avoided. “They
like calling it ‘paedophilia’, but this is an infrequent occurrence” (RS, psychologist).
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Most sexual abusers do not fit the criteria for a diagnosis of paedophilia. The use of this
term perpetuates the stereotype of the ‘dirty paedophile’, portraying abusers as violent
psychopaths rather than individuals whom nobody would suspect of being capable
of committing CSA.

Children may often be described using words that evoke an overwhelming sense
of pity (e.g. “victim”), rather than genuine empathy or empowerment. Psychologists
and survivors alike emphasize the importance of avoiding diminutive language in such
contexts and recognising the strength and resilience of survivors.

When we write: ‘a life destroyed’, “violated’, ‘ruined’— these are all emotionally charged
words with negative connotations. [...] I don 't like it when people use endearing diminutive
wording, this way they shift the accent immediately to feeling sorry for those people,
as they are poor things, and all their lives are now completely and forever destroyed
(R12, survivor).

One common technique used by journalists is to rephrase set phrases in order
to create a more attention-grabbing headline (e.g. “Taught a lesson: a sports trainer
is suspected of raping a school girl”). Psychologists emphasise that headlines with ironic
undertones or wordplay are offensive to victims, violate ethical norms, and perpetuate
myths.

These headlines only reinforce harmful myths. As journalists, with the power to influence
and access to experts, why would you contribute to myths instead of debunking them?
Whose side are you on? [...] Metaphors and flowery language can distort the truth
(RS, psychologist).

Interviewers argue that major media outlets typically adhere to legal terminology.
However, they may deviate from legal wording if the case is high-profile or emotionally
impactful for the journalist themselves. As our interviewee journalist expressed it:

When the public reads about [something described as] ‘non-consensual sexual activities’
they may fail to fully grasp how dangerous and appalling that is for the child (R1, journalist).

The texts may also be supplemented with additional details to enhance the emotional
impact, with the intention not to relish in the details but to amplify the effect of the story.

In contrast, psychologists raised concerns about the tendency to emphasise details
that provoke fear, aggression, or anxiety among readers. This deliberate attempt to evoke
emotions is seen as excessive and misplaced, offering little assistance in addressing
the issue. Instead of having a constructive conversation about ways to protect children
from abuse and help victims, such material incites aggression and fear in the comments,
reinforces existing myths, and spreads them to a new audience.
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Discussing [abuse stories] isn t like discussing dry topics such as economics or metalworking.
1t’s inherently emotional for people. There s no need to intentionally provoke them. The real
challenge lies in adopting a calm and rational approach, altering the tone and style of such
publications. I understand that each newspaper has its own headline style, but its worth
considering: what purpose does it serve, and what do we gain from it? (R4, psychologist).

With regard to the visual framing of the material, the interviewees note the frequent
use of clichés. This is due to the urge to find a direct way to the reader’s emotions, as well
as a lack of time in preparing the publication. In most cases, stock photos are used.

As a rule, the illustrations are added at the very last moment, after the text has been finalised
and is ready for print. Usually it is a child, a knife above him or her, or a scary figure
looming. [...] We are a daily media outlet, so things are often done on the go, and I think
many media are run the same way (R1, journalist).

As reported by psychologists, the choice of such visuals further supports myths:
the victim is a small child, always crying; abuse includes beating, and the abuser
is a stranger, etc.

In some cases, journalists try to create a visual to illustrate a particular story,
but they also do it in a stereotyped way, even when there is an opportunity to depict
it differently.

[In our organisation], offices are just like other psychologists’ offices. But they [journalists]
want a picture with parents coming, children crying. [...] They would ask us every time,
‘Can we get a child here so that they would play with toys? Not necessarily a child who
experienced abuse, just anybody.’ I always say, ‘but that child would be put into the context
[of the abuse]’ (R4, psychologist).

As an alternative to clichéd pictures, psychologists suggest using abstract
photographs or illustrations that can be associated with an emotion but not with an act
of abuse.

The last issue regarding the societal impact of CSA reporting that psychologists
and survivors discussed was the lack of context. Most media materials on CSA focus
on specific incidents or legal proceedings, presenting them as isolated stories without
addressing the broader issue of sexual abuse as a societal problem. This approach
perpetuates the misconception that CSA is rare and isolated, when in fact it is a widespread
issue. Psychologists stress the importance of providing context for cases of CSA within
a broader framework. This includes sharing statistics, expert commentary, and avoiding
sensationalized details in media coverage. It is also important to include information
about relevant legal frameworks such as specific articles of the criminal code. Sharing
resources for further information, such as contacts for authorities and NGOs, is crucial
for raising awareness about CSA and empowering survivors to apply for help.
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The impact of media coverage
on the work of professionals engaged in combating CSA

The effects of media coverage on professionals engaged in combating CSA
can be multifaceted, ranging from positive opportunities for advocacy and awareness-
raising to significant challenges and ethical dilemmas. One recurring issue highlighted
in the interviews is the manipulation of the media to exonerate the alleged perpetrator
and discredit the victim and their supporters. An example comes from a psychologist
we interviewed, who became involved in a high-profile regional-level case as a witness.
She faced intense personal pressure from supporters of the alleged perpetrator,
who attempted to coerce her into altering her testimony. When the psychologist
stood firm and refused to comply, the opposing party resorted to disseminating false
information across social media platforms and regional news outlets to undermine
her credibility. These actions inflicted severe emotional and professional consequence
for her.

My clients started calling me, asking if I knew what people were saying about me, my
reputation, what kind of psychologist [ was, that I wanted to put a person in prison unlawfully
(R10, psychologist).

When supporters of the alleged perpetrator collaborate with the media, myths about
CSA are often used to support their case. The media portrayed the alleged perpetrator as
a respectable person with many achievements, reinforcing the myth that only a certain
type of person commits CSA. Consequently, the voices of child victims are often
marginalised in such publications.

The accused likes using the media as an influence tool, they are more visible [than the victims
and their parents]. Moreover, the victim cannot and doesnt want to make public
the information, and the investigative authority has no right to comment. As a result, we have
an information bias towards clearing the abuser (R9, psychologist).

The most problematic situations involving the media’s influence on professionals
assisting in such cases occur when the media aligns with the interests of the
alleged perpetrator, especially if they are highly prominent or influential figures.
One psychologist’s narrative vividly depicted this scenario, detailing a media campaign
aimed at discrediting a mother of a child victim of CSA.

They started writing these articles, several texts, one after another. They were repeating
a fabricated story that the mother had some financial interest in those [child abuse
accusations]. There were a lot of lies. They trashed my work and the work of the investigator
(RS, psychologist).
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Some international guidelines on the ethical reporting of abuse recommend
keeping a balance when covering such cases, taking into consideration the rights
of both the victims and suspects. However, the psychologists we interviewed spoke
against it and requested media be more sensitive to the children who experienced CSA.
The position of a child who has experienced CSA and the person who abused them
should not be set against each other, because that creates a strong imbalance of power
in the publication, similar to that during the abuse. Psychologists, as well as survivors,
believe it is important to consistently remain on the side of the child, as false allegations
are extremely rare. As one of the interviewed survivors put it:

1 am in favour of always believing people when they say they experienced abuse in their
childhood. Because there is no profit in it for a person who says that. There can be no hype
there. If somebody thinks otherwise, they’ve obviously never been in that situation
(R11, survivor).

Professionals may encounter ethical dilemmas when the media is used for the public
disclosure of CSA stories. For example, the child’s parents may try to use the media
to publicise the story in order to attract the attention of the authorities. The perception
of psychologists about the impact of such media materials are mixed. They agree
that publication may help to prevent the suppression of a crime, but publication can
lead to complex ethical and legal consequences, hence, public disclosure of CSA
stories, even if the information is made public with the parents’ consent, is not always
desirable.

The story [an interview about the sexual abuse of her child] was told by the mother. She had
the right to do so, but at the same time, I knew that for the child it was a very uncomfortable
situation (RS, psychologist).

The positive impact of the media is evident, for example, when journalists
and bloggers invite psychologists to provide expert commentary. Psychologists see
this opportunity as a chance to educate public about CSA, dispel myths, and provide
information about ways to help victims.

We [as an organisation supporting people who experienced CSA] at some point decided
to always be open to requests for comments. It is very rare that we refuse to provide
a comment to the media or a journalist. The status of the media outlet doesn 't matter to us,
be it trendy, popular, or sharing our values. I would be saying very much the same things
[to any media] (R4, psychologist).

A problem may arise when journalists invite psychologists and psychiatrists
who lack relevant expertise in CSA. As a result, the expert comments provided may
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inadvertently perpetuate myths and misperceptions surrounding the topic. Challenges
in communication may also arise from the editing process. Psychologists emphasise
the importance of validating material before publication, a practice rarely followed by
journalists.

Psychologists report that journalists are turning to them more and more.
One common journalistic technique is talking about a problem through a personal story,
but they do not fully recognise the ethical implications of this approach.

So they contacted us [non-governmental hotline helping victims of sexual violence],
asking to find people who faced the problem. It is difficult to explain to them that it would
be impossible from an ethical point of view for a psychologist or a helping organisation
to provide them with contacts of such people. They would ask, ‘Why wouldn t you? We are
doing it for you!’ (R4, psychologist).

Sometimes, after careful work on the material with the participation of a psychologist
who specialises in CSA, a final product which satisfies the journalist and the psychologist
may be rejected by the editor. There can be a wide range of reasons for the rejection —
the material can be called anything from ‘too trashy’ to ‘too soft’.

Another frequently recurring issue in interviews with all respondents is the use
of the media for public advocacy. Journalists doing their professional work can
contribute to the protection of children from CSA, namely by raising public awareness
of the problem, prevention, and available help. All interviewees believe it is possible
to help protect children if journalists revisit their approach to reporting on such cases,
shifting from sensational coverage, to awareness-raising. Specialists working with
victims, and journalists, however, differ in their understanding of the design of media
materials. For psychologists and survivors, it primarily means providing information
about CSA as a societal problem and prevention opportunities.

If the text reports a problem along with at least some ways out, for example, if it contains
contacts of [helping] organisations, guides for parents [on how to protect children],
advice for people, or a helpline. It important not to simply say ‘look what has happened’,
but to explain what can be done about it, whom the victims can address, and how to live on
with that (R11, survivor).

On the other hand, media professionals believe that all means are justified when
it comes to drawing attention to CSA. They see their social mission as an obligation
to warn about the danger, but they may perceive the danger through the myths they
embody, such as that perpetrators of abuse are dangerous strangers.

We warn people that there is a person who tries to engage with children at a playground,
at a road crossing (we had such a case once). And the parents who have read it can make
some effort to protect their child from meeting that person (R1, journalist).
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Media platforms can help spread information about support services provided
by organizations, potentially reaching individuals in need of assistance.

They learn about us [an organisation supporting people who have experienced sexual
abuse] from some bloggers. Those people can often be inaccurate in what they are saying
and say something wrong, but they get a lot of feedback as many people watch them.
We had a real inflow of requests. That helped us, but not in terms of fundraising, but rather
in terms of finding new clients who got to know [about the opportunity to contact us for help]
(R3, psychologist).

Discussion

This research is the first to explore how media coverage of CSA in Russia is perceived
by media representatives, psychologists who work with victims of child sexual abuse,
and adult survivors of CSA. It also explores their experiences with media participation.

The research confirms that media professionals consider the topic of CSA to have
sensational potential. Each media outlet individually decides whether to exploit this
potential. Through the use of inaccurate terminology, euphemisms, misleading visual
representations of abuse, and lack of context, the media reinforces myths about CSA
and re-traumatizes survivors. Interviewees say that survivors and their families continue
to experience fear of public disclosure, increasing stress and trauma, and setbacks
in their recovery. In contrast, the voluntarily sharing of CSA stories, which allows
survivors to consent to and control what details are disclosed, may empower them
by giving the narrative back to them and using it for purposes such as raising awareness
or seeking support. It is important to follow ethical standards to ensure legal consent and
an understanding of the potential consequences of sharing information.

Professionals involved in combating CSA face manipulation of the media by the
alleged perpetrators, personal attacks, and attempts to undermine their credibility. They
also experience biased coverage that favors the alleged perpetrator and marginalizes
survivors. Despite these challenges, our interviewees noted a positive trend towards more
informative and thoughtful journalism on CSA in digital media in Russia. Media platforms
provides an opportunity for professionals to advocate and raise awareness. Media coverage
can help spread information about support services and potentially reach people in need.

This research aligns with findings from studies conducted in other countries.
Specifically, survivors and specialists’ perceptions align with the findings of textual
media analyses. Media content analyses demonstrated that a significant amount
of reporting on CSA lacks journalistic quality, sensationalises the topic, does not give
a voice to survivors and experts, identifies victims, or omits relevant information on
prevention and intervention [Cromer, Goldsmith 2010; Doring, Walter 2024; Jones
etal. 2010; Weatherred 2017; Wolak et al. 2008]. This is confirmed by research conducted
by Stelzmann and Ischebeck among German journalists, who perceive that sensational
cases of CSA tend to attract significant reader attention, while the broader context and
background information on CSA receive less emphasis [Stelzmann, Ischebeck 2022].
Research among survivors of abuse presents a nuanced perception of the media, ranging
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from appreciation for awareness-raising to criticism for privacy invasion [Baugut,
Neumann 2020] and highlights the potential to increase social awareness and facilitate
access to support services for survivors [Nagel, Kavemann 2022].

One of the most cited works in the field by Doring and Walter presents a framework
of quality criteria for media reporting on CSA, drawing from various expert sources,
including survey data from survivors and experts [Déring, Walter 2020]. These criteria
encompass thematic framing, non-sensational reporting, the use of appropriate terms,
the inclusion of stakeholders, non-stereotypical reporting, the inclusion of prevention
and intervention information, the ethical treatment of survivors in interviews, lawful
reporting, a balance of survivors’ and alleged perpetrators’ interests, and the disclosure
and response of official sources. Consistent with this research, almost all quality criteria
were relevant to our interviewees, underscoring their importance in media reporting
on CSA in Russia. However, it is notable that while Doring and Walter emphasize the
criterion of balancing survivors’ and alleged perpetrators’ interests, participants in our
research strongly disagreed, highlighting the risk of marginalizing and silencing survivors
[Déring, Walter 2020]. This difference could indicate differing societal attitudes towards
prioritizing the rights and well-being of survivors, especially in the Russian context, where
CSA survivors often encounter stigma and disbelief. In contrast, in Germany, advocacy and
awareness-raising efforts have a longer history and a more significant impact. Participants
in our research may therefore feel a stronger imperative to address the marginalization
and silencing of survivors in media reporting. Additionally, it is possible that participants
in our research have witnessed or experienced first-hand the negative consequences
of CSA media coverage where power dynamics were skewed in favour of perpetrators.
This could lead participants to emphasise the importance of centring survivors’ voices
and experiences in media reporting to counteract these harmful dynamics.

Our research also highlights a difference in the perspectives of media professionals
from psychologists and survivors. Media professionals typically aim to attract attention
to the issue and provoke discussion. However, in pursuit of these objectives, they
may sometimes prioritize sensationalism or overlook the potential harm to survivors.
Psychologists and survivors tend to prioritize caution and risk assessment when discussing
or sharing information about CSA. They are concerned about protecting the well-being and
privacy of survivors, minimising the risk of retraumatization, and ensuring that information
about prevention is disseminated. The differing perspectives between these two groups
can lead to complementary and conflicting approaches to addressing CSA in the media.
Recognising and understanding these divergent perspectives is essential for fostering
collaboration and ensuring that media coverage of CSA is impactful and ethically sound.

Overall, our study confirms the ambivalent impact of digital media on survivors and
professionals involved in addressing CSA. Following Stelzmann and Ischebeck we can
characterise media coverage of CSA as a “double-edged sword, torn between educating
society and perpetuating existing stigmas” [Stelzmann, Ischebeck 2022].

Conclusion

Our research acknowledges the benefits and risks associated with media coverage
of CSA, ranging from increased awareness and public education to the potential
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for the re-traumatisation of victims and the stigmatisation of those affected.
For journalistic practices to improve, journalists should report on CSA less sensationally,
focus on finding solutions, contextualize abuse cases, and better protect victims’
privacy. Introducing ethical guidelines and collaborating with survivors and professionals
can lead to quality, ethical, and impactful reporting on CSA. These recommendations
are in line with those put forward by researchers, suggesting that the issue of media
coverage is a significant concern, despite differences in media regulation and control
between countries [Doring, Walter 2024].

Tasks that remain unaddressed in our current study, but requiring further
investigation, include analysing how CSA is portrayed in Russian digital media. This can
be done through content analysis to understand themes, narratives, and representations
of CSA in the media. It is also important to explore the media literacy of parents, child
protection professionals, and their ability to recognize low-quality coverage of CSA and
myths in the media. This information could potentially help us learn more about the
impact of media on the protection measures taken by parents and on the professional
response to CSA.

There are some limitations of the study. The sample size is relatively small
and biased towards the personal and professional networks of the authors, which may
limit the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, while significant legislative
or practical changes did not occur during the interruption in data collection, there
may still be external factors influencing the perceptions of interviewees that were
not accounted for in the study. Nevertheless, the authors hope that the results of this
qualitative analysis will serve as a foundation for further research aimed at promoting
evidence-based and ethical reporting on CSA in Russia and globally.
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AHHOTAIINA

Omeemcmeennas JHCYyPHATUCMUKA Uspaem KIo4egylo polb 6 (hopmMuposanu 0oujecmeeHHozo
NOHUMAHUA NPOONeMbl ceKcyanbHo2o nacunus Hao demomu (CH/). Ilpu smuunom nooxoode K oc-
sewenuro CHJ[ 6 medua mMosicHo nponums ceéem na npodiemy, Onpo8epeiynmov Mugbl i y8edomMums
yumamerneii 0 Mepax npedomepaueHus. HACUUsL, U HANPOMUS, HeOPENCHOE WL HEIMUUHOE OC-
seuyenue Modicem ycy2youms cumyayuio, MupoI0susUposams npodoiemy u NPUdUHUmMb 8peo Jio-
O0sIM, nepedcusuUM Hacuiue. B nacmosiwee epems onyoruKkogano 00Cmamouto 60abuioe Kouu-
yecmeo ucciedosanull u 0030poe o mom, kaxk CHJ/J npeocmasneno 6 meoua. B mo oice epems mol
ModceM ommemumyb Oeuyum Uccie008aHull, COCPeOOMOUEHHIX HA 8321IA0AX U ONbIMe NPAMbIX
VUACMHUKOS MEOUTIHO20 OCBeUIeHUSL.

Lenv 0annozo uccnedosanus 3axnouaemcs 6 evisigienuu eausnus oceewjenuss CH/{ na pa-
6omuuxoe CMU, ncuxono2os, cneyuanusupyroumuxcs Ha ROMOWU OensiM, KOmopble Nepelcuu
CEKCYanbHOe HACUTUE, d MAKAUCE HA NOOOEPIHCKe 83POCTbIX, NEPENCUBUUX CEKCYATbHOE HACUTUE
6 demcmae. [[s1 00CmudiceHuss SMoil yenu Mol NPoseu Cepuro U3 08eHAOYAMuU IKCHEPMHLIX UH-
mepevio. Cpedu unmepevioupyemvix — 08a Npeocmasumens Yupposulx meoud, 60cemb NCUXO-

CO0p TaHHBIX YaCTHYHO NPOBOJMIICS B paMKax MpoekTa «lIpecTymieHus ceKcyanbHOro HacH-
nus Hax aetbmu (CHJ) B MeaunitHOM ocBenieHun: oGecriedeHre dKCIePTU3bl AUl YCTONUUBOM
Me/Ha-TIOACPIKKH JKepTBy, noanepxkantnoro CoseroM crpan banruiickoro mopst (CBSS PSF)
B 2021-2022 rr. lonoJHUTENbHBINA cOOp AaHHBIX OBLT OCYLIECTBICH BHE MPOEKTA IO JTHYHOMH
WHHIMATHBE aBTOPOB. ABTOPHI BRIpaXKaroT OiaromapHocTs TarbsHe 3uMmeHkoBol, EBe Mapun
Xunrepxybep n CumoHe DiMaa 3a UX BKJIaJ B UCCIICIOBaHHUE.

Crarbst HOCTyNIHIIA B peflaknuio B Mae 2024 1.
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OcBemenue CEKCyaJIbHOI'0 HACUJIMsl HAX 1€TbMHU B III/I(l)pOBbIX Meéaua ¢ TOYKHU 3peHust J'llO).Ieﬁ,
MEePEeKUBUINX HACUIHE, )KYPHAJTUCTOB U IICUX0JI0T0B

710206 U 080e akmugucmos, nepedxcuswux CHJ[. Bce yuacmuuku ucciedo8anusi uMmenu onwim,
CBA3AHHBII C OCBCUJCHUEM CEKCYATbHO20 HACUNUSL HAO dembMu 6 meoud. B uacmuocmu, npeo-
cmasumenu CMHU nybnukosaru cmamou u unmepsvro o6 CHJ, n100u, nepesxcuswiue nacuiue,
0asanu UHMepPEbio 0 C60eM MPABMAMUYECKOM ONblme, NCUXON02U 00ECNeYUsanu IKCNePmHble
Kommenmapuu 075 meoua 1ubo npogeccuonanvho conpogocoanu ciyvau CHJI, komopwie nony-
YU 3HAUUMETbHOE OC8eeHue 8 Meoud. Mnmepeblo nposoouniucs 6 06a 3mand — ¢ OKmsopsi no
Hos10pb 2021 200a u ¢ aseycma no cenmsops 2023 200a 6 oHaaiH-opmame — u nPOOOINCATUCD
om 60 0o 90 munym. Ileped Hauarom ucciedo8anus 6ce y4acmHuKy 0aau ycmHuoe 000po6oibHoe
unopmuposannoe coznacue Ha yyacmue 8 unmepevio. /lannvle obpabamuléaiucs ¢ nomowbio
0COYKMUBHO20 U UHOYKMUBHO20 KAYECMBEHHO20 AHANU3AL.

B cmamve koncmamupyemcsi, umo yugposvle Meoua 4acmo Hapyuaiom dmudecKue Hop-
MbL ¢ Cepbe3HbIMU NOCIeOCmUsMU sl hocmpadaswux. Hecmomps na 3akonooamenscmeo, 3a-
wuwarouee nepconanbible Oanuble, RYOIUKAYUL Yacmo 0aiom 03MOICHOCHb UOEHMUDUYUPO-
8aMb NEPENCUBUIUX HACUTIUE, BbI3LIBASL CEPbE3Hble IMOYUOHANbHbIE nociedcmaust. 110 mHenuio
onpoutennvlx, nepexcusuive CHJ/[ u ux cemvbu mMocym nocmosiHHO UCHbIMbIGAMb CIMPAX nepeo
oceeuyenuem nPecmynienust 8 Meoud, 4mo nPUeOOUM K YCUILEHUIO CIMpPecca u CUMNIOMOS NCUXU-
YecKoll mpagmbl, NPENIMCmeyem npoyeccy peaourumayuil.

Yuacmuuxu uccreoosanus cuumarom, umo oceewenue CHJ[ 6 cpeocmeax maccogou um-
Gopmayuu uepaem 8adliCHyI0 poib 8 POPMUPOBAHUY 0OOUECNBEHHO20 MHEHU NO MO npooieme.
Iyonukayuu wacmo cosoaiom mughvl 0 CHJJ u3-3a ucnonb3068anusi HEKOPPEKMHOU MEPMUHONO-
euu, 26pemuzmos u omcymcemesusi konmexcma. Mumepesvio ¢ nepexcuswumu CHJJ, nanpomus,
noMOo2arom npeodorenms Mugbl, NOOOEPIHCAMb NEPENCUSUUUX HACUTUE U NOBLICUMb OCEEOOMILEH-
HOCMb 00Wecmea 00 SMomM npecmynieHul. Yuacmuuky noOYepKuUaom 6aiCHOCHb COON00eHUs
ImuUecKux mpebosanuil, Ces3aHnbIX ¢ unmepsviouposanuem nepexcusuiux CHJJ. Baoicno yoe-
OUMbCsl, YUMo OHU OOCMUSTU COBEPULCHHOLEMUsL U YO NPUHSIMbL MePbl NO 3AUUme UxX KOHpu-
OenyuanvHocmu. Takace HEOOX0OUMO Y8adicams Ux 00OPOBOIbHOE pelleHUe NOOeIUMbCs CE0ell
ucmopueti u 06cyOuns 603MONCHbIE NOCAEOCIBUSL HIMO20 PeUleHUsl, MAKUe KAK CIUMamusupy-
jowue KOMMeHmapuu u oopaujenus opyaux mooet, makdice nepejcusuiux nacuuue. Ilcuxonoau,
conpogoacoarouue nepedxicusuux CHJ[ 6 xooe pacciedosanusi, makoice Cmaiku8aiomcs ¢ cepbes-
HbIMU ROCIEOCMBUAMU OCBEUEHUsL NPECMYNIICHULL 8 MeOUd, MAKUMU KAK MAHURYISAYUL C YelblO
ONpasoanus N0003PEBAEM0O20 U NPeds3samoe oceeujerue, Komopoe O1aonpusimcmeyen nooo-
3DeBaEMOMY U MAPSUHATUSUPYEM ONbIN NOCMPAOABUIUX.

Hecmomps na crodxcrnocmu, cobeceOHUKy Ommedarom noioiCumensHyo meHOeHyuo Kk no-
sAe1enuio Ooiee UHGOPMAMUBHOU U NPOOYMAHHOU IHCYPHATUCMUKU, Ocseujaioujell npoonemy
CHJ] 6 yughposwix meoua ¢ Poccuu, umo ompaxcaemesi Kaxk Ha KOIudecmee, max U Ha Kauecmee
nyonuxayutl.

OOHUM U3 8AICHBIX BLIBOOOE UCCIEO0BANUS SIGNACMCS KOHCIMAMAYUsL PA3IUYUSL 60 632]I51-
oax medxncoy npedcmagumensmu meoud, ¢ 0OHOU CIMOPOHBL, U NCUXOL02AMU, d MAKI’CEe THOObMLU,
nepedxcuswumu CHJJ, ¢ Opyeoil: ux paznuyarowuecs yeiu u MOmusayuu Mo2ym Kax OOnOIHsMb,
max u npomugopeuums opye opyay. B mo epems xax nepgvle cmpemsmes npusiieds GHUMAHUE K
npobneme CHJ[ niobvimu cpedcmeamu, 6mopole CKAOHHLL YOelsimb 00NbuLee SBHUMAHUE OYEHKe
PUCK08 U nociedcmeuii meouanyonukayutl ons arooetl, nepedxcusuiux CHJJ, ¢ vacmrnocmu u 06-
wecmea 6 Yenom.

Obcyacoas pe3yrbmamvl UCCIEO008AHUs, ABMOPLL CMAMbU OMMEYarm, 4mo 8321106l
yuacmuuxog Ha npoonemy ocsewenusi CHI ¢ CMHU 60 muocom cosnadarom ¢ Kpumepusimu Ka-
yecmea meoutinvix nyoruxayuti o CHJI, npeonoscennvimu H. JJopune u P. Yonmepom [Doring,
Walter 2020]. Oonako credyem ommemumo, umo 6 mo epems kax H. Jopune u P. Yonmep noo-
YEPKUBAIOM BAICHOCMb COANAHCUPOBAHHO20 YYemd MOYeK 3PEHUsl JHCepmebl Npecimynjienus
U NO003pPeBAeMO20, YHACHHUKU HAUE20 UCCLe008AHUsL KAMe2OPUHEeCKU He CO2NLACHbL C dMUM
Kpumepuem, Ommeuasi puck YCuieHusi MapeuHAaIu3ayuu Jcepme u npusvleéds K omxasy om npo-
MUBONOCMABIEHUSL 2010CO8 NOCMPAOABULE20 PEOEHKA U NOO03PEBAEMO20 6 HACUTULL.
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B.A. Opunokosa, 10.B. I'pymnna

B 3axntouenuu aemoper cmamvu npeonazarom HecKONbKO peKoMeHOayull 08 Meouanpo-
Geccuonanos. Kypuanucmam ciedyem cmpeMumscsi K MeHee CeHCAYUOHHOMY 0C8eUeHUI0 U 60-
nee appexmuenoll 3auume KoHpuoenyuarbHocmu sxHeepms. Hcnonvsosanue koppekmuou mep-
MUHOLO2UU U MOHA NOMOdcem uzbedxcams coz0anus mugos npu oceewenuu CHJI. [lomewenue
cnyyaee CH/ 6 konmexcm ¢ ucnonwv3oganuem cmamucmuki, 3aKOH00AmMenscmed U IKCNepmHulx
KOMMEHIapues, a maxice npusieverue 6HUMAaHUs K 60npocam npo@uiakmuKku cnocoocmeayom
bo1ee NO3UMUBHOMY NOOX00Y K peuteHuro mou npodnemvl. Beedenue smuueckux npunyunos
omnocumenvro oceewenuss CHJJ Heobxo0umo 07151 npedomeapaujeniss HedmMuyHoU U npeoe3simou
nyonuKayuu u 3auumsl npas y4acmuuxos nyonuxayuil. Iloocomosexa nyoiuxayuii 6 compyoHuye-
cmee ¢ mo0vmu, nepexcuswumu CH/J, u npogeccuonanamu modxcem cnocobcmeosams co30aHuio
KAYeCmEEeHHbIX, SMUUHBIX U SHAUUMBIX MeOUAMAMEPUALO8.

KuroueBble c10Ba: cekcyanvrHoe Hacuiue Hao 0emovmu, meoud, oceeujerue, smuxa, Poccus
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