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Introduction: The number of reportings on sexual abuse (SA), sexual violence (SV) cases covered in the media has risen a significant amount with most cases involving women and children. The aim of the study is to explore the questions: Are people aware of sexual abuse and sexual violence in the media? What are the predictors of awareness of sexual abuse and sexual violence? Does the awareness of sexual abuse and sexual violence in the media affect the actions of the individuals?

Methods: A representative survey of the German-speaking resident population (2020) on physical and mental well-being was used. The participants (N = 2,503: females = 50.9%) were between the ages of 14 and 97 (M = 49.81). The German version of the Adverse Childhood Experiences Questionnaire, The General Habitual Well-Being Questionnaire and questions about own experiences of sexual harassment on the internet, experiences of domestic sexual abuse and different socio-economic variables were used. The outcome variables regarding the awareness of SA and SV in the media, different types of scandals (church, pedophile, USA), #MeToo-debate and the change in actions were used. Frequency analyses and binary regressions were conducted.

Results: One thousand five hundred and fifty-five (62.6%) respondents answered yes to being aware of SA and SV in the media. The results show that females, aging, number of children in household, Protestant and Catholic religion, school graduation, own experience(s) of sexual harassment on the internet, own experience(s) of SA in childhood, and Adverse Childhood Experiences have a significant higher association to the awareness of SA and SV in the media. German nationality and Muslim religion have a significant lower association. The variables that most commonly affected the awareness of SA and SV, scandals, debate and the individual actions were age, own experiences of sexual harassment on the internet and the Protestant religion.

Conclusion: Advertising more support centers, hotlines and linking this information to sexual abuse cases covered in the media should be considered. Media bystander interventions could be helpful to train people to react appropriately. Further investigation that considers the different types of media and its influence on the awareness of SA and SV is needed.

Keywords: sexual abuse, sexual violence, sexual assault, media, actions


INTRODUCTION

According to the World Health Organization and their definition of sexual violence (SV), it is stated that SV is considered as any sexual act including the attempt to obtain a sexual act from someone and unwanted sexual comments. This also includes the intention to traffic, against a person's sexuality using coercion, performed by any person regardless of their gender or relationship to the victim, taking place anywhere and in any setting; including but not limited to home and work environments (1). Sexual abuse (SA) is unwanted sexual activity that is performed by and with perpetrators using force, and by making threats or taking advantage of victims not able to give consent (2).

The number of cases of sexual violence recorded by the police in Germany increased in the last years (3). In a European study, the incidents of the perpetrators of non-partner sexual violence since the age of 15 shows that 23% of the perpetrators are not known to the victims before (4). There has been an increase in the likelihood of victims and third parties reporting sexual abuse to authorities, with the perpetrator being publicly well-known, or being a family member or friend. As a result of this, the number of reportings and sexual abuse cases covered in the media has risen a significant amount with most cases involving women and children (5). A study conducted in the US involving college students (18–29) shows that there are many factors that are associated with sexual abuse (SA) and sexual violence (SV), such as economic and ethnic factors that help maintain a culture of violence mostly against women (6). Additionally, SA and SV and the effects during the Covid-19 pandemic can also be seen in newer developments (7, 8). A different study suggests that the risk of intimate partner violence including SV is higher in individuals who come from and have lower educational and economic status (9). This may also stem from past common behaviors where women and victims alike were often blamed for the sexual violence they experienced (10). Although there are many factors (gender, ethnicity, and education) related to SA and SV, based on the results it would be important to know if these factors could also be a predictor of the awareness of SA and SV in the media. To our knowledge, there are no other studies that investigated (the predictors of) the awareness of SA and SV in the media.

The conversation surrounding SA and SV has picked up and has become less taboo in the last 10 years. A particular event that sparked attention and awareness of SA in Germany was the scandal in 2010, concerning sexual abuse at an educational institution which triggered the disclosure of many other sexual abuse cases in Germany (11). In addition to the scandal, the legal situation in Germany regarding sexual abuse and sexual violence has improved, and women have been given more rights since the late 1990s (12).

Allroggen et al. conducted a study in 2016 that aimed to explore the prevalence of sexual violence in men and women in Germany. The study found that more women (1.2%) reported experiencing SV compared to men (0.6%), in the last 12 months of the study being conducted (13). According to the analyses of the WHO, using data from over 80 countries showed that worldwide 35.6% of the women have experienced either physical and/ or sexual intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual violence (14). Data collected in the USA shows that, 43.6% of women and 24.8% of men experienced some type of SV (15). Generally, it is more likely for women to have one or more experiences with SA and SV (16). Although this study speaks about SA and SV in the media, this specific type of media: geolocation-based dating websites and applications has not been covered but may also play a major role in SA and SV against women (17). On the other hand, the younger generations are more encouraged to share their experiences which may be attributed to school prevention programs, and information sessions on sexuality (18). As stated in the findings of the previous studies presented, women are more often victims of SA and SV, compared to men. Additionally, there are more studies that focus on women victims and less about SA and SV inflicted on men. The investigation surrounding are people aware of sexual abuse and sexual violence in the media? What are the predictors of awareness of sexual abuse and sexual violence? Have helped to sustain the focus of this study which includes both male and female participants.

Attention by the media and public awareness has helped to shed light on the ongoing issue of sexual abuse and victimization altogether (19). A recent representative and longitudinal German study found that younger women between the ages of 18–29 have a significant and increased prevalence of the disclosure of SA. The same study states that these women may have been triggered by their awareness of topics concerning SA and SV, especially via social media and the #MeToo-debate in 2016–2018 (20). Therefore, media coverage of cases of SA and SV is important as 99% of the German population aged 14 and over are reached daily by media (21). Also the use of technology is becoming more frequent with ~3 h a day, on average (22). A study made up of a German population (N = 485) showed that the average use of social media specifically was 80.83 min (23). Social media is used more frequently by and has the greatest impact on the younger generation (24).

The #MeToo-debate was started and circulated on social media via Twitter (25). #MeToo aims to encourage women, children and men to speak about their own personal experiences, while holding sexual abusers accountable for their actions (26). The #MeToo-debate is only one of the various movements made by other activists who encourage the use of hashtags and other forms of advocacy to express outrage and hurt about sexual harassment in Hollywood and in the business world (27). In light of the #MeToo-debate, there have also been investigations on sexual harassment in the workplace, with many employees stating that sexual harassment is an issue in their workplace, also including those who have had a personal experience(s) of sexual harassment; along with the potential effects the #MeToo-debate may have on individuals and their roles in the future (28–30). The #MeToo-debate is an example of how individuals with the same or similar experiences as others are more likely to talk about their own experiences of sexual abuse or sexual violence, but also in how bystanders might be inspired to step in. The “bystander effect” is the effect that in a crucial situation or a situation that would be considered an emergency, the likelihood of people helping decreases with the number of people present during or witnessing the event (31). According to the results of a study conducted in 2011, those who knew someone who was being sexually assaulted was another point that was related to engaging in more positive bystander behaviors and attitudes (32). The coverage of cases of sexual abuse and sexual violence in the media are important to continue the general conversation, to inform others and to make known that SA and SV is an ongoing issue. In this way, the awareness of SA and SV can only increase in both women and men, especially in situations when witnessing an act of SA or SV. This can create a culture of positive bystander behavior. Therefore, whether the awareness of sexual abuse and sexual violence in the media affects the actions of the individual was investigated in this study.

A study conducted in Sweden that included adolescents (12–20 years) showed that 9.26% of the girls had experience(s) with online sexual harassment, 26.7% of the girls had offline experience(s) and 12.53% had both online and offline experience(s). Compared to the girls, boys are less often victims of sexual harassment (5.73% online, 20.7% offline, and 12.53% both online and offline) (33). A study conducted in 2018 showed that 34% of the recruited Australian participants had experiences with sexual harassment via social media (34). Additionally, adolescents that have been exposed to sexually explicit material on the internet (that have not yet received negative feedback on social media) is related to resisting the #MeToo movement, and is also related to their high credibility of rape myths and the idea of women as sexual objects (35). Maas et al. (36) indicated that people with riskier online sexual experience(s) compared with people of less risky online sexual experience(s) predicted real life risk and victimization later in life.

Individual awareness is not neutral nor objective. Survivors may experience distress if they see other people endorsing and normalizing abusive behaviors (37). Great components that make up individual awareness are cognitive schemata, expectations, desires, prior knowledge, and needs. The more pronounced these aspects are for the respective issue, the less inconsistent information are awarded. For example, people with an aggressive behavior are more aware of aggressive behavior in other people compared to individuals with less aggressive behavior. In addition, perception is influenced by one's own emotional state (38).

The studies that were previously mentioned and their findings are important for this research, as they all suggest that experiences with sexual abuse or sexual violence in some way, shape or form may affect the victim's actions, which might play an important role also in activating bystanders or motivate victims in their disclosure. To the best of the author's knowledge, there are no representative studies that investigate the awareness of sexual abuse and violence cases in the media. Due to this factor and because of the rise of public debates surrounding sexual abuse and sexual violence, the aim of the current study is to understand the following three main questions: Are people aware of sexual abuse and sexual violence in the media? What are the predictors of awareness of sexual abuse and sexual violence? Does the awareness of sexual abuse and sexual violence in the media affect the action of the individual? Additionally, the discussion on the subject is broad and may include adult sexual violence, and adult sexual violence inflicted onto children and adolescents. The three previous questions include scandals in the media and explore the attitudes and behavior of the population not directly involved.



METHODS


Questions

Question 1: Are people aware of sexual abuse and sexual violence in the media?

Question 2: What are the predictors of awareness of sexual abuse and sexual violence?

Question 3: Does the awareness of sexual abuse and sexual violence in the media affect the action of the individual?



Data Collection

The survey was conducted by USUMA, a leading social research institute in Germany. The questionnaire was made for a representative survey of the German-speaking resident population on physical and mental well-being that was collected in 2020. The goal was to recruit 2,500 face-to- face interviews. Therefore, through random sampling 5,676 were selected to participate. Two rounds of recruitment were carried out. In the first round, 2,015 participants were recruited and in the second round, 488 participants were recruited. In total, 2,503 participants (females = 50.9%, males = 49.1%) were included in the study. All participants were randomly selected and at first, they were verbally informed about the study and were provided with background information of the research. Experienced and trained interviewers were used for the survey. For underage participants (14 and over), at least one parent was to consent on their behalf. Written informed consent was collected and the participants were aware of their right to resign at any given time. Those who did not provide informed consent were not included in this study. Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Medicine University Leipzig.



Measures

Different scales were used for the overall questionnaire and some questions were self-generated. For this research study, the socio-economic factors, the German version of the Adverse Childhood Experiences Questionnaire (ACE-D) (39), The General Habitual Well-Being Questionnaire (FAHW-12) (40) and own experience(s) of sexual harassment on the internet were included. Additionally, the questions regarding sexual abuse and violence in the media, different scandals (pedophile, Church, USA), the #MeToo-debate and the questions regarding actions are important and relevant in order to answer the research questions.


Socio-Economic Variables

The following socio-economic variables were included in this study: gender, age, number of children living in your household, nationality, religion and school education.

In the questionnaire, gender was assessed using the following question “gender of the target person/subject.” The option to answer was binary, separated into two categories- male and female.

Age was assessed by using the question “When were you born? Year of birth?”. Additionally, the age in full years was calculated in a second step based on the information participants provided.

The survey was made within a German-speaking resident population, so most of these individuals filling out the questionnaire are German with a German nationality. Therefore, the variable was grouped into German and Other Nationalities. The option “other nationality” could be specified. The options that the participants had in order to answer this question were “German” and “Other, which:” with the possibility to fill out their own nationality.

Religion was determined by the answers that were given to the question “which religion do you belong to?” The categories that were provided were Protestant, Catholic, Muslim, Other and No Religion.

Level of education was assessed using the question “which school graduation have you obtained?”

There were 8 options listed for different types of academic levels including the option for participants to write a different academic level that was not listed. The German school system is diverse; therefore, many different options were given. The options were then categorized to make four groups. No graduation stayed as its own group and was made up of those that did not obtain any kind of graduation certificate, Basic and Middle Graduation was the second group that included those that obtained any of the following certificates: a secondary school leaving certificate, 10th grade polytechnic high school leaving certificate, and technical school leaving certificate. University Entrance Qualification/University Graduation was made up of those that obtained a general or subject-linked university entrance qualification, completed university, and college or university of applied sciences studies certificate and the last group was still in school.



German Version of the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE-D)

A history of adverse childhood experiences was assessed using the German version of the Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE-D) instrument (39). These experiences are divided into emotional abuse, physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional neglect, physical neglect, separation from a parent, violence toward the mother, substance abuse by a household member, mental illness of a household member and imprisonment of a household member. The answer options in each question are dichotomous (yes or no). For the German version of the ACE-D questionnaire, a satisfactory reliability coefficient Cronbach's α = 0.76 is shown. The item separation coefficients were in a low to medium range (0.30 and 0.65), which is related to the construction of the ACE-D questionnaire since each item captures a range of stressful experiences. Thus, there are items that are relatively independent of other items (Phi = 0.10–0.58), such as mental illness of a household member, separation from a parent, and also sexual abuse (41). For the analysis, a sum score was made. Therefore, the answer “no” received the number 0 and the answer “yes” received the number 1. In general, it was possible to reach a sum score starting at 0–10.

Furthermore, a special focus was placed on the item regarding sexual abuse. In this regard, the questionnaire included the following question: Has an adult or person at least 5 years older ever touched or fondled you in a sexual way or caused you to touch their body in a sexual way? Or attempted to have or actually had oral, anal, or vaginal intercourse with you? As more analyses were conducted, this item was then labeled SA in childhood.



General and Habitual Well-Being (FAHW-12)

The FAHW-12 is a short questionnaire on general well-being based on the original questionnaire on general and habitual well-being (FAHW) (40). The General Habitual Well-Being Questionnaire (FAHW-12) addresses well-being, which includes aspects of both well-being and indisposition concerning physical, psychological, and social aspects. The individual items of the FAHW-12 were answered on five-point Likert scales. The correlations of the individual items with the FAHW-12 sum scale ranged from 0.159 and 0.781. A total score was calculated. For this purpose, the statements on discomfort (items 3, 4, 5, 9, 10, and 12) were subtracted from the sum of the statements on well-being (items 1, 2, 6, 7, 8, and 11) (40).



Sexual Harassment on the Internet

The self-generated question on sexual harassment on the internet asks: have you ever been sexually harassed on the internet? The answers options were dichotomous and were to be answered with either a yes or no.



Questions Concerning Sexual Abuse and Sexual Violence

All the following questions are self-generated. First, participants were asked if they were aware of SA and SV in the media. If yes, they were to answer a couple of more specific follow-up questions. These follow-up questions were concerning specific cases of SA and SV that were at some point covered in the media, along with questions regarding the participant's thoughts and actions.


Awareness of Sexual Abuse and Sexual Violence in the Media

The self-generated question regarding the awareness of sexual abuse and sexual violence in the media asks: Are you aware of the issue of sexual violence and abuse in the media? The answer options were dichotomous and could be answered with a yes or no. This question is a filter question. All following questions are dependent on the awareness of SA and SV. To answer these questions, the participants would have had to answer “yes” to the question concerning the awareness of SA and SV.



Awareness of the Different Scandals/Cases/Debates of Sexual Abuse and Violence Reported in the Media

The question were you aware of SA and SV in the media which in light of the options could have been answered with a “yes” or “no,” is followed by the question if aware of SA and SV in the media, what case/scandal/debate do you remember? The options given consisted of 11 sexual abuse scandals in the media along with an option for other, where the participants could write any other sexual abuse case in the media that they have heard of that was not listed. The abuse cases options were as follows: the Staufen abuse case, the Lügde abuse case, Darknet Forum Elysium, #MeToo-debate, abuse by clergymen in the USA, abuse by clergymen in Ireland, abuse by clergymen in Australia, abuse by clergymen in Germany, Turner case Larry Nasser in the USA, the Harvey Weinstein case and the Jeffrey Epstein case.

The scandals were grouped together based on their similar themes. For instance, the church scandals in the USA, Ireland, Australia and Germany were all grouped together, because they all consisted of SA and SV in the church setting. The variable church cases is made up of these scandals. The Darknet Forum Elysium, the Staufen and Lügde abuse cases were grouped together because they dealt with pedophilia and this group makes up the variable pedophile cases. The Harvey Weinstein case, the Jeffrey Epstein case and the Turner case Larry Nasser in the USA were grouped together because all those three cases happened in the USA and dealt with sexual abuse. These scandals make up the variable USA cases. Although, it could be argued that the #MeToo-debate is related to the Harvey Weinstein case, for this research the #MeToo-debate was left alone as its own group since it is in itself, a debate and not a case. This is known as the variable #MeToo-debate.



The Awareness of Sexual Abuse in the Media and Its Effect on Actions

The first question concerning the actions of the individual is: Did you feel inspired to share your experiences (if any) with others? There were five response options: (1) yes, I have shared my own experience(s) on social networks, (2) Yes, I have shared my own experience(s) with one or more person(s), (3) I wanted to, but I did not, (4) No I did not share my experience(s), and (5) I have had no experience(s) with SA or SV. Furthermore, the options stated above were categorized into two groups: yes and no. The option yes includes “Yes, I have shared my experience(s) on social media” and “Yes, I have shared my own experience(s) with one or more person(s).” The option no includes “I wanted to, but I did not” and “No I did not share my experience(s).” The fifth option “I have had no experience(s) with SA or SV” was not considered for further evaluation. In the following text this variable will be referenced to as inspired to share your experience(s).

The second question also regarding the actions of the individuals is: “The media debate has inspired me to pay more attention to sexual violence against children in my environment.” There are four options to answer this question. The answers are a ranking, which included “not inspired,” “rather not inspired,” “rather inspired,” and “inspired.” The authors grouped “rather inspired” and “inspired” into one group and “not inspired” and “rather not inspired” into another group. This variable will be referenced to as inspired to pay attention to SA or SV against children.




Statistical Analyses

The analyses were conducted using SPSS version 27. To account for possible distortion in representativeness due to the sampling procedure, weights were used for all analyses. The survey ensures that each household in which target persons live has the same probability of being sampled. Once the household is selected, individuals in larger households have a smaller probability of selection than individuals in small households. This effect must be compensated with weights. The significance level was set at p < 0.05. The multicollinearity between the independent variable was explored. Two different type of analyses were used. To show the multicollinearity between the metrics independent variable, the Pearson's correlation was used. For the correlation between all the nominal variables and between the metrics and nominal variables, the Cramer's Phi was used.

To answer if people are aware of sexual abuse and violence in the media, frequency analyses of the awareness of sexual abuse in the media and the awareness of the different scandals or debates were conducted.

For the second research question “What are the predictors of awareness of sexual abuse?” frequency analyses were conducted for all socio-economic variables and predictors: gender, age, children in household, German nationality, religion, school graduation, own experience(s) with sexual harassment on the internet, General Habitual Well-Being (FAHW-12), own experience(s) SA in childhood, Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE-D) and domestic sexual abuse. In the second step, a binary regression was conducted to analyze the association between the predictors and the awareness of SA and SV in the media. Additionally, four binary regressions were conducted to analyze the association between the predictors and the awareness of the different scandals or debate.

To answer the last research question “Does the awareness of sexual abuse in the media affect the action of the individual?” frequency analyses were conducted for the two variables concerning the actions of the individuals (Inspired to share your experience(s), Inspired to pay attention to SA or SV against children). Finally, a binary regression was conducted to analyze the association between the predictors (already mentioned above) and the actions of the individuals.



RESULTS



Participants

The participants in the study were between the ages of 14 and 97 (M = 49.81; SD = 19.28). Out of the 2,503 participants, 1,228 were men (49.1%) and 1,275 were women (50.9%). Participants were asked about their religion and if they pertained to one; and 943 (37.7%) were Protestant, 782 (31.3%) were Catholic, 73 (2.9%) were Muslim, 54 (2.1%) belonged to another religion that was not mentioned above, and 537 (21.5%) did not belong to any religion. Of the whole study population, 98 individuals (3.9%) reported having another nationality other than German and 2,405 (96.1%) reported having a German nationality. Furthermore, 46 (1.8%) reported that they did not obtain a graduation certificate. One thousand seven hundred and ninety-three (71.7%) reported having a middle and/or high school graduation certificate and 576 (23%) reported having a college or university diploma. Eighty-eight (3.5%) reported that they were still in school. In regard to the number of children under the age of 15 living in each household, 2,123 (84.8%) reported not having any children in their household, the other 15.2% have one or more (up to 5) children in their household. Further information on sampling can be found in Table 1.


Table 1. Socio-economic factors of the participants.

[image: Table 1]



Awareness of Sexual Abuse and Violence in the Media

Regarding the question “were you aware of topics regarding sexual violence and abuse in the media?” (N = 2,484), 1,555 individuals (62.6%) reported that they were aware and 929 (37.4%) reported that they were not aware.

For the question “which case/scandal/debate do you remember?”, the group of cases that were most remembered were the church cases (N = 1,556). One thousand four hundred and forty-six individuals (92.9%) reported remembering the church cases, while 110 (7.1%) reported not remembering them. The second most remembered group of cases were the USA cases (N = 1,553). One thousand one hundred and sixty-four individuals (75.0%) reported remembering the USA cases, while 389 (25.0%) reported not remembering them. The third most remembered were the pedophile cases (N = 1,552). Nine hundred and eighty-six (63.5%) reported remembering the pedophile cases, while 566 (36.5%) reported not remembering them. The least remembered was the #MeToo-debate (N = 1,566). Nine hundred and eighty-eight (63.1%) reported remembering the #MeToo-debate while 578 (36.9%) reported not remembering it.


Predictors of Awareness of Sexual Abuse and Violence in the Media



Frequency Analysis

Regarding the question, “Have you ever been sexually harassed on the internet?” (N = 2,480) 166 (6.7%) individuals reported yes and 2,314 (83.3%) reported no. For the next question “Has an adult or person 5 years or older ever touched or caressed you sexually or made you sexually touch their body?” (N = 2,496), 90 (3.6%) reported yes and 2,406 (96.4%) reported no. The last question is “in a relationship, has your partner ever forced you to engage in sexual acts that you did not want to perform?” (N = 2,493) to which 191 (7.7%) individuals answered yes and 2,301 (92.3%) answered no.

Concerning the ACE-D score, 1,407 (56.2%) reported having no adverse childhood experiences. One thousand and twelve (40.4%) crossed off more than one to nine experiences (M = 1.07; SD = 1.77). The FAHW-12 had a range of −21 to +24 (M = 12.48; SD = 8.74).



Binary Regression

In the binary regression for the awareness of SA and SV in the media, the Omnibus test of the model coefficient is the Chi-squared = 202.209; p < 0.001, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.118, Hosmer-Lemeshow-Test p = 0.572 and a total percentage/classification model = 66%.

In the binary regression, the results show a significantly higher degree of awareness in SA and SV in the media in females compared to males (OR = 1.409; p < 0.001; 95% CI = 1.170:1.696). Aging was significantly associated with the awareness of SA and SV in the media (OR = 1.009; p = 0.001; 95% CI = 1.004–1.015). Other nationalities in comparison to the German nationality were associated with a lower degree of being aware of SA and SV in the media (OR = 0.498; p = 0.006; 95% CI = 0.302:0.820). The different religions compared to no religion show that the Protestant religion (OR = 1.277; p = 0.044; CI = 1.007:1.619) and the Catholic religion (OR = 1.367; p = 0.013; 95% CI = 1.068:1.750) were associated with a higher degree of awareness of SA and SV in the media. In contrast to this, the Muslim religion was associated with a lower degree of being aware of SA and SV in the media (OR = 0.548; p = 0.043; 95% CI = 0.306:0.982). Individuals with a Basic and Middle Graduation (OR = 2.868; p = 0.004; 95% CI = 1.398:5.883) and a University Entrance Qualification/ University Graduation (OR = 5.273; p < 0.001; 95% CI = 2.727:12.012) were associated with a higher degree of awareness of SA and SV in the media.

Individuals that have been harassed on the internet (OR = 1.601; p = 0.21; CI = 1.053:2.434) and individuals that had an experience with SA in childhood (OR = 1.183; p = 0.009; CI = 1.279:5.401) had a significantly lower degree of the awareness of SA and SV in the media. A higher general habitual well-being (OR = 1.034; p < 0.001; CI = 1.022:1.047) and Adverse Childhood Experience score (OR = 1.183; p < 0.001; CI = 1.108:1.263) is associated with a higher degree of awareness of SA and SV in the media. The other variables are not significant (see Table 2).


Table 2. Binary regression of the awareness of SA and SV in the media.
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In the binary regression for the awareness of pedophile cases in the media, the Omnibus test of the model coefficient is the Chi-Squared = 83.792 p < 0.001, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.08, Hosmer-Lemeshow-Test p = 0.766 and the Total percentage/classification model = 65.1%.

Age was significantly associated with the awareness of pedophile cases in the media (OR = 1.009; p = 0.011; 95% CI = 1.002:1.014). Additionally, the Protestant religion (OR = 1.615; p = 0.002; 95% CI = 1.198:2.177) and the Catholic religion (OR = 2.035; p < 0.001; 95% CI = 1.490:2.778) were associated with a lower degree of the awareness of the pedophile cases in the media. The Muslim religion and other religions were not significantly associated. Individuals who are still in school were associated with a lower degree of the awareness of pedophile cases in the media compared to those with no graduation (OR = 0.056; p = 0.003; 95% CI = 0.008:0.372). Additionally, the experience of sexual harassment on the internet was associated with a lower degree of the awareness of the pedophile cases in the media (OR = 2.429; p = 0.001; 95% CI = 1.463:4.035). The other variables are not significant predictors (see Table 3).


Table 3. Binary regression for the awareness of pedophile cases and the #MeToo-debate.

[image: Table 3]

In the binary regression for the awareness of the #MeToo-debate in the media, the Omnibus test of the model coefficient is the Chi-Squared = 113.130 p < 0.001, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.106, Hosmer-Lemeshow-Test p = 0.09, and the total percentage/classification model = 67.3%.

Age is associated with a lower degree of the awareness of the #MeToo-debate in the media (OR = 0.982; p < 0.001; 95% CI = 0.975:0.989).

Furthermore, the variable of own experience(s) with sexual harassment on the internet was the only significant predictor of being aware of the #MeToo-debate in the media (OR = 2.492 p = 0.001; 95% CI = 1.478:4.202). The other variables are not significant predictors for the awareness of pedophile cases in the media (see Table 3).

In the binary regression for the awareness of the church cases in the media, the Omnibus test of the model coefficient is Chi-Squared = 17.261 p = 0.369, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.032, Hosmer-Lemeshow-Test p = 0.041, Total percentage/classification model = 93.4%. Because the Chi-Square is not significant and in the Hosmer-Lemeshow test the p-value is <0.05, the quality of this test is low.

Age was significantly associated with the awareness of the church cases in the media (OR = 1.018; p = 0.008; 95% CI = 1.005:1.032). There is no further variable with a significant association to the awareness of the church cases (see Table 4). In the binary regression for the awareness of the USA cases in the media, the Omnibus test of the model coefficient is Chi-Squared = 59.429 p < 0.001, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.062, Hosmer-Lemeshow test p = 0.002 and Total percentage/classification model = 76%. Because the p-value in the Hosmer-Lemeshow test is <0.05, the quality of this test is low.


Table 4. Binary regression for the awareness of church cases and USA cases.
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The Protestant religion (OR = 1.529; p = 0.011; CI = 1.101: 2.123) and the Catholic religion (OR = 1.609; p = 0.006; 95% CI = 1.145:2.263) compared to those with no religion were associated with a higher degree of the awareness of the USA cases in the media. The Muslim religion and people of other religions compared to those with no religion are not significantly associated. Individuals with a University Graduation was associated with a higher degree (OR = 3.145; p = 0.049; 95%; CI = 1.002:9.873) of being aware of USA cases in the media in comparison to those with no graduation. Regarding other predicting factors, individuals who have been harassed on the internet was associated with a higher degree of the awareness of USA cases in the media (OR = 2.561; p = 0.002; 95% CI = 1.424:4.604).

A higher well-being score was associated with a higher degree of awareness of the USA cases in the media (OR = 1.022; p = 0.010; CI = 1.005:1.040). All other variables were no significant predictors of the awareness of USA cases in the media (see Table 4).



Awareness of Sexual Abuse in the Media and the Effect on the Action of the Individual

Out of the 420 (16.8%) persons who had answered the question “did you feel inspired to share your experiences,” 130 (31.0%) individuals felt inspired to share their experiences (if any) with others while 290 (69.0%) answered no.

Out of the 1,395 (55.7%) individuals who had answered the question regarding whether the media debate inspired them to pay more attention to SV against children in their environment, 744 (53.0%) individuals answered not at all or not that much and 652 (46.7%) answered moderate or strongly.

In the binary regression for the inspiration to share own experiences, the Omnibus test of the model coefficient is Chi-Squared = 34.128; p = 0.005, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.120, Hosmer-Lemeshow-Test p = 0.158 and Total percentage/classification model = 67.4%.

Aging is associated with a lower degree of the awareness of being inspired to share own experiences (OR = 0.981; p = 0.010; 95% CI = 0.967:0.995). The experience(s) of domestic sexual abuse was a significant predictor of being inspired to share own experiences (OR = 2.106; p = 0.031; 95% CI = 1.072:4.135). The other variables are not significant predictors for the awareness of pedophile cases in the media (see Table 5).


Table 5. Binary regression of the actions.
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In the binary regression for the Inspiration to pay more attention to sexual violence against children in my environment, the Omnibus test of the model coefficient is Chi-Squared = 79.491; p < 0.001, Nagelkerke R2 = 0.082, Hosmer-Lemeshow test p = 0.506 and Total percentage/classification model = 59.2%.

Females compared to males was associated with a higher degree of the inspiration to pay more attention to sexual violence against children in their environment (OR = 1.387; p = 0.007; 95% CI = 1.094:1.757). Additionally, a greater number of children in the household was associated with a higher degree of the inspiration to pay more attention to sexual violence against children in their environment (OR = 1.336; p = 0.009; 95% CI = 1.074:1.662).

Regarding religion, those within the Protestant religion was associated with a higher degree of the inspiration to pay more attention to sexual violence against children in their environment (OR = 2.232; p < 0.001; 95% CI = 1.626:3.063) in comparison to people with no religion.

A higher ACE-score was associated with a higher degree of the inspiration to pay more attention to sexual violence against children in my environment (OR = 1.106; p = 0.011; 95% CI: 1.023:1.196). All other variables are not significant (see Table 5).






DISCUSSION

The aim of the present study was to report the predictors of and to examine the awareness of sexual abuse and sexual violence in the media and the influence on actions of the individuals.


Awareness of Sexual Abuse and Violence in the Media and the Predictors

Attention by the media and public awareness has helped to shed light on the ongoing issue of sexual abuse and victimization altogether (19). The results of the current study show that the majority (62.6%) of the population is aware of SA and SV in the media which support the findings of the previous study mentioned. The discussion on SA and SV is rather broad and may include both adult sexual violence and sexual violence inflicted onto children and adolescents. In the last decades, the reporting of SA cases in the media have also risen (5). Due to the rising number of cases of SA and SV, and in the media, this could help to bring more exposure to the overall topic.However, the percentage of the awareness of SA and SV in the media is only moderately high (62.6%). Reasons for the lack of awareness (37.4%) could be that awareness is influenced by one's own emotional state. Great components that make up individual awareness are cognitive schemata, expectations, desires, prior knowledge, and needs. The more pronounced these aspects are for the respective issue, the less inconsistent information are awarded (38). This indicates that those who have experienced SA and SV are more likely to be aware of the topic in the media. Likewise, the results show that people who have experienced sexual harassment on the internet (OR = 1.601) and individuals that had an experience(s) with SA in childhood (OR = 1.183) had a significantly higher degree of the awareness of SA and SV in the media. It may be useful for those aware of sexual abuse and sexual violence, along with media cases involving SA and SV to link or inform others on where to find help or support. Although not every individual has had an experience of SA and SV, the information may be useful for them to hold on to or pass on depending if they ever encounter an experience with SA or SV, or if they know of someone who has had an experience.

More specifically, it is more likely for women to have one or more experiences with SA and SV compared to men (15, 16). This relates to our results that show a significantly higher degree of awareness of SA and SV in the media in females compared to males (OR = 1.409) which could be attributed to their personal experiences with SA and SV and could be a reason for why female gender is a predictor. Additionally, a German study showed that younger women between the ages of 18–29 have a significant and increased prevalence of the disclosure of SA. These women may have been triggered by their awareness of topics concerning SA and SV, especially via social media and the #MeToo-debate (20). In this study, gender has no significant association to the awareness of the #MeToo-debate as well as to the awareness of all other sexual cases (USA, Pedophile, Church) included. In order to reach a higher percentage of the male population both in Germany and in other countries, media attention and exposure should cover sexual abuse and sexual violence cases inflicted on males, as much as it does females. Perhaps this will initiate a greater conversation within the male population and bring more awareness to the fact that sexual abuse and sexual violence can happen to anyone, regardless of their gender.

The results also show that age (older age) is associated with a lower degree of the awareness of the #MeToo-debate (OR = 0.982). This indicates that younger people are often more aware of the #MeToo-debate. Further discussing age, the study additionally found that aging (getting older) is associated with a higher degree of the awareness of SA and SV, Pedophile cases and Church cases in the media (OR = 1.009; 1.009; 1.018). The different age association concerning the awareness of the #MeToo-debate could be explained by the fact that the #MeToo-debate is an online movement that has primarily circulated on social media (25). Social media is used more frequently by and has the greatest impact on the younger generation (24). Additionally, the use of media, specifically the internet increases within the ages of 14–29 (21). The results show that sexual harassment on the internet is significantly associated with a higher degree of being aware of the #MeToo-debate in the media (OR = 2.492). The awareness of the #MeToo-debate and the exposure of sexual harassment on the internet may be attributed to high internet usage. In order for the younger generation to be more knowledgeable on the topic of SA and SV, age-appropriate information could be given at schools with parental consent, or information could be given to children through parents themselves. This may assist children's awareness and help them to gain more insight on how to act if they were to encounter experiences with SA or SV.

Furthermore, another interesting result from this study concerning the religion is that religion is no significant predictor for the awareness of the Church cases in the media. This may be due to the grouping of the variable. The church cases were made up of cases in four different countries (U.S., Ireland, Australia, and Germany). It must be considered that these cases contained adult sexual violence and sexual violence and abuse inflicted onto children and adolescents, and cannot be categorized under a certain age group. Considering this sample is mostly made up of a German population belonging to different religions, their awareness of the church cases in other countries may be lower than their awareness of SA and SV in church cases within Germany. This could be a reason for why religion is not a significant predictor. Another reason for this unexpected outcome could be that the questionnaire did not assess the intensity of their belief, or the degree to which these individuals practice religion if belonging to one. A study's findings suggest that regular Catholic Church attendance is greatly declining and the number of Catholics who do not or rarely attend church/religious services is greatly increasing (42). Therefore, it is unknown if participants who specified their religion, practice or frequently attend religious services.

On the other hand, the Muslim religion is significantly associated with a smaller degree of awareness of SA and SV in the media (OR = 0.548). A study conducted in Jordan that screened for violence and abuse against mostly Muslim women found that within their sample of women who reported abuse within the questionnaire, 90% did not report the abuse to anyone (43). Therefore, the smaller degree of awareness of SA and SV in the media could be due to sexual abuse being less reported in Mosques.



The Awareness of Sexual Abuse in the Media and the Influence on the Actions of the Individual


Inspiration to Share Their Own Experience(s)

In the past, women and victims alike were often blamed for the rape they experienced (10). As a consequence of that, victims may be afraid to share their experience(s) due to victim blaming. Therefore, the number of individuals who do share their experience(s) is relatively low, such as in the findings of this study. One third of the individuals felt inspired to share their experiences with others. On the other hand, very important and influential people such as celebrities who have publicly spoken out about their own experience(s) with SA and SV have helped the #MeToo-debate and the awareness of SA and SV (44). Celebrities that publicly speak out about their own experiences may allow for other individuals to see them as role models. This may in turn help to break the cycle of victim blaming by inspiring others to speak out about their own experiences as well. This may help to further increase the number of people aware of SA and SV in the media.

Additionally, aging (getting older) is associated with a lower degree of being inspired to share own experiences (OR = 0.981). This suggests that younger people are often more inspired. The younger generations are more encouraged to share their experiences. A study found that younger women in Germany between the ages of 18–29 have a significant and increased prevalence of the disclosure of SA (20). This may be because school prevention programs, and information sessions on sexuality may help to increase disclosures of SA (18).

Own experience(s) of domestic sexual abuse is a significant predictor of being inspired to share own experiences (OR = 2.106) and in a similar light, a higher ACE score is associated with a higher degree of awareness of SA and SV in the media (OR = 1.034). Therefore, being inspired to share own experiences and having a greater awareness of SA and SV in the media may be attributed to the realization and understanding of sexual abuse and sexual violence that comes with age and information on the topic. Additionally, there have been newer developments that investigate SA and SV during the Covid-19 pandemic, which may also help to shed light on the topic (7, 8). The conversation surrounding SA and SV has picked up and has become less taboo (11) which may help victims to become more informed, as more information and proper definitions of SA and SV are circulated.



Bystander

Furthermore, being aware of SA and SV in the media has an effect on bystanders. In this study, close to 47% answered being moderate or strongly inspired to pay more attention to SV against children in their environment. The amount of people paying attention to SA and SV in their surroundings could be increased through bystander interventions. A systematic review on bystander training programs for the prevention of SV was conducted in 2017, and the findings state that trainings can be helpful to positively change behaviors and attitudes (45). Bystander interventions could also be helpful to train people to react appropriately in crucial situations, especially involving SA and SV. Help centers for victims could also consider promoting any local bystander programs available that can be offered at any time. Furthermore, the coverage of cases in the media might increase the chances of bystanders stepping in when witnessing SA and SV, which may be due to their heightened awareness on the topic (media coverage) and the severity of the act. Other possible reasons for an increase in bystanders stepping in may be due to social approval and moral motivation (46).

Females compared to males are associated with a higher degree of being inspired to pay more attention to sexual violence against children in their environment (OR = 1.387). Awareness is influenced by one's own emotional state and experience(s) (38). Additionally, women in Germany are more often victims of SA and SV (47). Women and mothers have more frequent contact and spend more time with children compared to men and fathers (48). This could also help explain the findings of this study as to why a greater number of children in the household is associated with a higher degree of the inspiration to pay more attention to sexual violence against children in their environment (OR = 1.336). However, the number of women who are mothers and the number of men who are fathers are not known in this study's population.

The results show that individuals who feel better about their overall well-being (FAHW-12: OR = 1.034) is significantly associated with a higher degree of becoming aware of SA and SV in the media. Generally, perception is influenced by one's own emotional state (38). It is a conscious decision to use media and this may be influenced by being in a good mood. For this no reference could be found so further investigation is necessary.

ACE-experience(s) is a predictor of being inspired to pay more attention to sexual violence against children in my environment. Components of individual awareness are also knowledge (38). This could be attributed to the fact that people who have experienced negative things in their childhood, and who have experienced some kind of SA or SV are inspired to pay more attention compared to people who have had no contact or experiences. This relates to why media coverage on SA and SV is important. Not only can it help other victims speak about sexual abuse, but as the results suggest, it can also inspire them to be more aware of children experiencing SA or SV around them. Learning how to react to people who share their own experiences, along with some bystander education may help cultivate a judgement-free environment for those wanting to share their experiences with SA and SV. It must be considered that not every individual is appropriately informed on topics surrounding SA and SV, therefore the risk of victim-blaming and judgment may stem from past common behaviors, where women and victims alike were often blamed for the rape or abuse they experienced (10). Additionally, the amount of support victims get may vary in different countries.

Overall, the awareness of SA and SV in the media leads to an increased awareness in potential bystanders. In addition to bystander interventions, offers of assistance to victims (support centers, and/or hotlines) should also be disseminated more frequently through the media and linked to media cases regarding SA and SV in order to additionally reduce the number of individuals experiencing re-victimization.




Limitation

It is to be stated that there are some limitations to this study. This study is cross-sectional, whereas a longitudinal study or randomized control trials with an intervention would have been more suitable in order to explore and to show behavioral changes. The problem in cross-sectional studies is the causal order of the variable due to the one-time survey. The necessary criterion for labeling a relationship as causal lies in the time difference between cause and effect (49). Some of the independent variables may allow for causality as they relate to childhood experiences. However, this is not true for all of them. Furthermore, the results of the evaluation show that the quality of the individual binary logistic regressions are low. The resolved variance in all regression is relatively low.

Another limitation is that the media that was used or preferred by the sample in this study was not considered. In general, this study does not collect data on the type of media and the participants' consumption behavior (e.g., hours per day). This means that the media does not differentiate between print, radio, TV or social media. Various studies show that younger people in particular are consuming more and more social media and media in general online (21, 24, 50). Social media in particular could be a danger in this respect, as filter bubbles often mean that they only reflect one's own interests (51). It is important to note that social media platforms and their algorithms are set up to show users more content based on what the user likes, shares, comments or clicks on. Therefore, it would be an invalid representation of sexual abuse in this type of media. In addition, regardless of this limitation, the study through its large randomized sample size, represents the German awareness of SA and SV in the media. Additionally, there were no further investigations on what SA and SV means to the study population. This could also explain why the awareness of SA and SV was ~50%.

It should be considered that social desirability and recollection bias may have played a role in the questions evaluated. One factor is that SA and SV, and especially one's own action in relation to this, is a sensitive topic. With sensitive topics, the tendency for social desirability increases. Furthermore, due to the personal interview, there was only a small social distance, which can also cause social desirability (52). Additionally, change in behavior (assessment of attitudes) rather than actual behavior was explored.




CONCLUSION

This study shows the importance of the media reporting SA and SV cases and the influence on the individual action. The exposure of SA and SV cases in the media also leads the victims to being inspired to share their experiences. This can be beneficial to other victims who have trouble sharing their own experiences and may find comfort in knowing that there are more victims of SA and SV out there. The more cases on SA and SV covered in the media, the more likely it is that the conversation surrounding these topics will increase.

Additionally, this study can help to raise more awareness on the influence of sexual abuse and sexual violence in the media by specifically advertising more support centers, and/or hotlines and linking this important information to sexual abuse cases covered in the media in order to reduce the number of individuals experiencing re-victimization. To add, media bystander interventions or programs could be helpful to train people to react appropriately in crucial situations, especially regarding SA and SV. Nevertheless, further investigation is necessary and as for future research, it would be best to take the limitations into account, and to further prioritize the exploration and analyses of behavioral changes for the most effective results. Investigation that especially considers the different types of media and its influence on the awareness of SA and SV is needed. In particular, the influence of the scandals and the debate on behavior should be explored.
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