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Abstract
Child sexual abuse (CSA) is a terrible type of maltreatment that can 
have serious physical and psychological consequences for victims. These 
consequences include shame and are often taboo in conversation, which 
makes CSA very difficult to see. Therefore, multiple myths exist about 
CSA that can lead to misperceptions regarding issues such as its context, 
prevalence, and consequences. What is unknown cannot be addressed; 
therefore, the aim of this work was to investigate Spanish participants’ 
knowledge about CSA as well as examine gender and educational level 
differences. A 10-item questionnaire comprising myths and truths about 
CSA was developed, taking into account existing literature. Participants 
(N = 1,540) had to rate their level of agreement with the statements. 
Some important aspects of CSA remain unclear, particularly in terms of the 
background of the victims (e.g., gender, educational level, CSA prevalence). 
Significant differences in the perception of CSA between men and women 
and among those with various educational levels were found: Men and 
people with lower levels of education held more myths about CSA. In 
conclusion, better knowledge about CSA is needed to get people involved 
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in its prevention. We must consider the myths and truths about CSA when 
designing prevention programs and tailor educational programs to the 
target population.
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Introduction

Child sexual abuse (CSA) is a terrible type of mistreatment of children. It is 
defined as a situation where a child is used as a sexual stimulus by a person 
with whom they maintain an asymmetric relationship, that is, there exists 
inequality in age, maturity, or authority (Lameiras et al., 2008). “Children do 
not fully comprehend this situation and cannot give consent, so that violates 
the laws or social taboos of society” (World Health Organization [WHO], 
1999, p. 15).

CSA is a global problem that affects children, families, communities, 
and society. It has serious consequences for the victims, not only in their 
childhood but also throughout their lives. Victims of CSA can suffer physi-
cal, emotional, behavioral, and sexual disorders, especially disorders 
related to posttraumatic stress (Hornor, 2010; Lameiras et al., 2008; 
Münzer et al., 2016).

The prevalence of CSA is a difficult issue to address because of the nature 
of the problem. The perpetrator is usually a person with authority, dominion, 
and closeness to the victim. UNICEF (2017) estimates that 85% of cases of 
CSA occurs within the family. Many victims and their families are reluctant 
to disclose CSA because of the tremendous shame experienced. Some vic-
tims do not recognize that their experience was CSA until adulthood. Thus, 
CSA is difficult to identify and expose.

Research in the area of CSA in Spain is scarce (Pereda et al., 2016), and 
the majority of the studies are vague, old, and largely carried out only with 
university students in a small sample size. Also, there is no consistency in the 
way CSA is identified and assessed, making it difficult to reach supported 
conclusions about the topic. The secrecy and silence surrounding CSA and 
the lack of explicit scientific information has led to the persistence of myths 
and mistaken beliefs about the nature of CSA, its prevalence, and the victims 
(Echeburúa & Guerricaechevarría, 2000).

The lack of research and common erroneous beliefs can skew the mea-
sured prevalence of CSA. Furthermore, this misinformation plays a negative 
role in CSA prevention since the causes of CSA are misattributed to factors 
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that are not really associated with the problem, such as the characteristics of 
the victim, the psychopathology of the aggressor, and low socioeconomic 
status (Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010). Myths and the absence of rigorous sci-
entific information diminish the knowledge of CSA and make it difficult to 
provide resources to help the victim disclose and report the experience of 
sexual abuse (Somer & Szwarcberg, 2001). In addition, these popular myths 
hinder two processes: the disclosure of the victim’s abuse and the credibility 
of the report for others, thus exacerbating the problem and its consequences 
(Cromer & Freyd, 2007, 2009).

It is important to investigate the knowledge and myths of today’s society 
to have a better understanding of this topic. A real and accurate knowledge 
about CSA may help to bring to light the secrets around this topic. With an 
accurate understanding of CSA, it is possible to develop effective policies to 
address and prevent the problem.

Some authors have contributed to the scientific literature regarding CSA 
by developing scales such as the Child Sexual Abuse Myths Scale (Collings, 
1997) and by carrying out popular myths meta-analyses (Cromer & 
Goldsmith, 2010). However, every study employs a different methodology to 
collect data. Studies published in Spain on CSA are scarce and have analyzed 
small samples of university students (Pereda et al., 2012; Rosado et al., 
2016). New studies are needed, utilizing larger samples of the Spanish popu-
lation, to examine the current myths about CSA in Spain.

Prior research on myths and facts of CSA demonstrate commonalities and 
consistencies in research findings across studies conducted in different geo-
graphic areas. This study aimed to examine the most commonly accepted 
myths and truths.

First, myths about the victims’ characteristics and aspects related to child-
hood have been identified in previous studies. It is generally believed that 
children should not know much about sexuality, as it may negatively affect 
them, scare them, or tarnish “childhood innocence” (Chen & Chen, 2005; 
Walsh et al., 2012; Wurtele, 2009). The taboo against talking with children 
about sexuality makes the tasks of prevention programs challenging and dis-
courages sexually abused children from disclosing their abuse (WHO, 2016).

Second, another myth about CSA is that the victims are exclusively 
female. Although studies show a higher prevalence of CSA among girls, boys 
also experience sexual abuse (Chapleau et al., 2008; Chen et al., 2007; 
Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010; Self-Brown et al., 2008). Furthermore, false 
beliefs about men who have been victims of CSA are still very prevalent. For 
instance, it is believed that men who have been victims of CSA are homo-
sexual in orientation (Putnam, 2003), even reported in scientific literature an 
association between childhood maltreatment and same-sex sexuality in 
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adulthood (Roberts et al., 2013). These results and ideas have been hardly 
refuted, demonstrating that these are erroneous conceptions and that this 
“abuse model” is incorrect (Rind, 2013).

Third, a myth that has been identified in previous studies states that CSA 
only occurs in low sociocultural environments. Traditionally, a low sociocul-
tural level is known to be a risk factor in the study of child maltreatment 
(Morris et al., 2019; Zaldívar et al., 1998), which may support the myth that 
CSA only occurs in families with specific characteristics (e.g., low income, 
disorganized, unstable). However, evidence shows that the CSA can occur 
irrespective of socioeconomic status and sociocultural level (Echeburúa & 
Guerricaechevarría, 2000; Finkelhor, 1993).

In fourth place, another myth that is very popular in a legal context (e.g., 
during divorce or litigation between adults) is the belief that children can 
invent the story of abuse. This myth focuses on the idea that children (in most 
cases with their mother’s influence) make up abuse stories, particularly in 
cases of marital breakdowns (Brown et al., 2001; Collings, 1997; Cromer & 
Goldsmith, 2010). However, scientific data state that false allegations of CSA 
are found only in 2% of the complaints in court (Oates et al., 2000; Trocmé 
et al., 2003). There are also some myths related to the belief that children 
sometimes behave in a “seductive” manner or even enjoy the sexual contact 
with the adult, which serve to diffuse the responsibility of the perpetrator 
(Cromer, 2006; Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010).

It has been found that a high percentage of people think that CSA is 
extremely rare or does not occur close to them (Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010; 
Lau et al., 1999). This belief is widespread, although recent studies show that 
the population is becoming increasingly aware about the real percentages of 
abused victims (Márquez-Flores et al., 2016). This myth has been refuted 
through various meta-analysis researches that concluded that about 8% of 
men and 20% of women report experiences of sexual abuse during their 
childhood (Finkelhor, 1993; Pereda et al., 2009; WHO, 2016). These findings 
reveal that CSA is not at all rare. It would be important to clarify to what 
extent the general population in Spain is aware of the prevalence of CSA.

Common misperceptions and stereotypes about abuser, for example, think-
ing about the abuser as a “dirty strange man,” prevail in society (Cromer & 
Goldsmith, 2010). Traditionally, adults view a perpetrator as a male stranger 
who has psychological problems or difficulties with impulse control (Chen 
et al., 2007; Collings, 1997; Pereda et al., 2012) and assume that abusers were 
abused in their childhood (Leach et al., 2016). These myths about the abusers 
perpetuate the belief that children hate the abuser and that abuse is easy for 
other adults to detect. In contrast, scientific literature shows that abuser pro-
files can vary, and that they are a heterogeneous group without a specific psy-
chopathology (Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010). Furthermore, perpetrators of 
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sexual abuse are usually adults with authority and closeness to the victim, 
whom the victim loves and trusts (WHO, 2016). Statistics also support the fact 
that being sexually abused in childhood does not make one any more likely to 
become a perpetrator of sexual abuse (Leach et al., 2016).

As seen previously, popular knowledge about CSA may include most 
of the myths described. Research examining gender differences informs 
us that women are more sensitized than men about CSA, are more likely 
to have discussions about sexual abuse, are more likely to be part of the 
prevention programs, and are less likely to believe myths about CSA 
(Chen et al., 2007; Tang & Yan, 2004; Wurtele et al., 1992). Furthermore, 
other studies show differences in CSA knowledge between educational 
levels. The results in this area are controversial; however, a number of 
studies point to an association of better, more accurate knowledge about 
CSA in people with a higher level of education (Pereda et al., 2012; Xenos 
& Smith, 2001).

We live in the “information-era.” Never, in the history of mankind, has 
information and knowledge been so accessible. However, CSA remains 
unknown or misunderstood due to shame, pain, or fear. In light of the scien-
tific literature concerning myths and beliefs about this topic, we aimed to 
gain knowledge about the current state of myths and truths in Spain by asking 
these questions: What myths about CSA are still held among the people of 
Spain? Are there differences between men and women regarding their knowl-
edge about CSA? And also, are there differences between the educational 
level in the CSA knowledge? Based on the literature review, we hypothesized 
that Spanish adults still believe some myths about CSA. In line with previous 
research, we hypothesized that women and people with a higher educational 
level have more accurate knowledge.

Method

Participants

Participants included 1,540 adults between 18 and 85 years (M = 43.52; SD 
= 13.11). Of these, 77.1% were women (N=1,187). According to the educa-
tional levels, 73.1% had completed university studies, 8.5% had completed 
school studies, and 18.4% fell in the category of other studies. The nationality 
of all participants was Spanish.

Instruments

To answer the questions proposed, we created an online questionnaire com-
prising myths and truths about CSA. A deep literature review about CSA 
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was carried out. Different scientific instruments to assess myths were 
examined to include the most relevant aspects about CSA. Ten issues 
regarding CSA were selected and included in our survey after this analysis 
of previous studies. This decision was made based on previous question-
naires developed a long time ago, with no published version in Spanish. 
Therefore, the first aim was to develop a Spanish survey about the promi-
nent myths and truths about the CSA.

Our questionnaire included 10 affirmations reflecting facts on CSA 
that, according to scientific literature, remain unclear to most people (see 
Table 1). This questionnaire was online between July and December 2018. 
The questions were about the prevalence of CSA (Item 3), characteristics 
of the victims (Items 1, 2, 4, 7, 9), characteristics of the abusers (Items 5, 
6, 10), what CSA is, and what it is not (Item 8). Participants responded to 
the questions using a Likert-type scale ranging from 0 to 5 (0 = abso-
lutely disagree; 5 = absolutely agree). Seven of the items referred to CSA 
myths, so the higher the score, the greater the belief in these myths (Items 
1, 2, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10). The remaining three items referred to truths about 
CSA (Items 3, 5, 6), where a high score indicated better knowledge about 
CSA. An adequate knowledge of the questions would be indicated by high 
percentages of disagreement with the myths and agreement with the 
truths.

Demographic questions about age, gender, educational level, and nation-
ality were also asked. Privacy and confidentiality were assured; no name or 
any other identifiable information was asked.

Procedure

The data collection was done through online platforms, and we obtained 
anonymous and voluntary responses. Requests for collaboration in the 
survey with a link was sent via mass email and forwarding, and the 
responses were stored in a Google Doc form. To assure the participants’ 
anonymity, no sign in or personal information was required to respond. 
The platforms used to send the survey were email and social networks 
(Facebook, WhatsApp, and Twitter). A total of 1,561 responses were col-
lected in 6 months through the open survey, up until the time of the statis-
tical analysis. The data were transferred to the statistical package SPSS 
for analysis. Twenty-one participants were excluded from the analysis, as 
they did not meet the inclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria were that 
participants had to (a) be over 18 years old and (b) respond to all the ques-
tions in the survey.
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Table 1. Myths and Truths About CSA Assessed.

Item Myths Truths M (SD) References

 1 Children should not know 
much about sexuality or 
abuse because they can 
get scared (Children’s 
knowledge)

1.55 (0.98) Chen and Chen (2005)
Walsh et al. (2012)
World Health Organization 

(WHO, 2016)
Wurtele (2009)

 2 Abuse victims are always 
girls (Gender)

1.79 (1.16) Chapleau et al. (2008)
Chen et al. (2007)
Cromer and Goldsmith 

(2010)
Self-Brown et al. (2008)

 3 About 20% of population 
have suffered CSA 
(Prevalence)

3.43 (1.16) Cromer and Goldsmith 
(2010)

Finkelhor (1993)
Lau et al. (1999)
Pereda et al. (2009)
WHO (2016)

 4 CSA is more common 
in families with low 
socioeconomic level 
(Socioeconomic 
status)

2.31 (1.23) Echeburúa and 
Guerricaechevarría 
(2000)

Finkelhor (1993)
Morris et al. (2019)
Zaldívar et al. (1998)

 5 Abusers do not have to be 
mentally ill (Abuser’s 
health)

4.05 (1.32) Chen et al. (2007)
Collings (1997)
Pereda et al. (2012)

 6 The person who abuses a 
child is usually someone 
close to them (Abuser 
relationship)

4.26 (0.92) Cromer and Goldsmith 
(2012)

WHO (2016)

 7 Children sometimes 
make up stories of 
abuse (Children’s 
inventions)

1.86 (0.95) Brown et al. (2001)
Collings (1997)
Oates et al. (2000)
Trocmé et al. (2003)

 8 If the child enjoys the 
sexual contact, it is 
not considered an 
abuse (Children’s 
enjoyment)

1.27 (0.80) Cromer (2006)
Cromer and Goldsmith 

(2010)

 9 Children who have 
suffered CSA always 
hate the adult who has 
abused them (Hate 
abuser)

2.78 (1.36) Cromer and Goldsmith 
(2010)

WHO (2016)

10 Children who suffer 
abuse become abusers 
in adulthood (Future 
abuser)

2.06 (1.12) Leach et al. (2016)

Note. The table describes studies’ references about each item and descriptive statistics (means and standard 
deviations) for each item (N = 1,540; minimum = 1, maximum = 5). In myths, the lower the media 
obtained, the better the knowledge about CSA. In truths, the opposite, the higher the media, the better 
the knowledge. CSA = child sexual abuse.
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Results

Descriptive data obtained for each item are shown in Table 1.
Among the myths, the one that obtained a low score was “if the child 

enjoys the sexual contact, it is not considered an abuse.” Among the truths, 
the one that most participants agreed with was “the person who abuses a child 
is usually someone close.” Both of the scores indicated adequate knowledge 
held by the participants.

In general, the participants obtained scores indicating that they have real-
istic information in terms of some of the questions, as we can see in the fol-
lowing items (percentages data can be seen in Figure 1):

Myths
•• 93.1% disagree or strongly disagree with Item 8: “If the child enjoys 

the sexual contact, it is not considered an abuse.”
•• 84.9% disagree or strongly disagree with Item 1: “Children should not 

know much about sexuality or abuse because they can get scared.”

Figure 1. Percentages of agreement, disagreement, and “don’t know” answers for 
each item.
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•• 77.5% disagree or strongly disagree with Item 7: “Children sometimes 
make up stories of abuse.”

•• 76.8% disagree or strongly disagree with Item 2: “Abuse victims are 
always girls.”

Truths
•• 82.7% agree or strongly agree with Item 6: “The person who abuses a 

child is usually someone close to them.”
•• 73.4% agree or strongly agree with Item 5: “Abusers do not have to be 

mentally ill.”

On the other hand, there are some items that are not known or remain 
unclear, thus showing a higher variability in the answers:

Myths
•• 63.4% disagree or strongly disagree with item 10: “Children who suf-

fer abuse become abusers in adulthood,” and 25.6% of the participants 
answered “don’t know.”

•• 56.5% of participants disagree or strongly disagree with Item 4: “CSA 
is more common in families with low socioeconomic level,” and 
24.7% answered “don’t know.”

•• 43.3% disagree or strongly disagree with Item 9: “Children who have 
suffered CSA always hate the adult who has abused them,” and 27.9% 
answered “don’t know.”

Truths
•• 40.6% of the participants responded “don’t know” to Item 3: “About 

20% of population have suffered CSA,” and 42.9% agree or strongly 
agree.

Due to the great difference in the number of men and women, to perform 
comparisons between genders, a randomized sample of women (N = 338) was 
extracted using a SPSS procedure. The descriptive statistics are shown in Table 2 
for each group. Demographic variables are equated on each category. Ten analy-
ses of variance (ANOVAs) 2 × 3 were performed (one for each of the items) 
being gender and educational level (school studies, university, and others) fac-
tors. The dependent variables were the items of the survey (see Table 3).

The items referring to myths that showed a statistically significant effect 
were as follows:

•• For Item 1 “Children should not know much about sexuality or 
abuse because they can get scared,” the analysis showed a statisti-
cally significant effect for gender, F(1, 685) = 10.43; p = .001, 
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Table 3. Means (Standard Deviations) of Each ANOVA Analysis for the Significant 
Items.

Variables School University Others Total

Item 1: Children’s knowledge
 Men 2.31 (1.57) 1.62 (0.99) 1.80 (1.14) 1.71 (1.10)*
 Women 1.75 (1.32) 1.38 (0.82) 1.54 (1.02) 1.44 (0.91)*
 Total 2.06 (1.48)* 1.50 (0.92) 1.67 (1.09) 1.58 (1.02)
Item 2: Gender
 Men 2.31 (1.41) 1.76 (1.12) 1.84 (1.26) 1.83 (1.18)
 Women 1.93 (1.12) 1.66 (1.08) 1.75 (1.18) 1.70 (1.10)
 Total 2.14 (1.29)* 1.71 (1.10)* 1.79 (1.21) 1.76 (1.14)
Item 4: Socioeconomic status
 Men 2.77 (1.37) 2.56 (1.21) 2.69 (1.34) 2.60 (1.25)*
 Women 2.25 (1.24) 2.22 (1.20) 2.46 (1.38) 2.26 (1.24)*
 Total 2.54 (1.33) 2.39 (1.22) 2.57 (1.36) 2.43 (1.25)
Item 7: Children’s inventions
 Men 2.03 (1.10) 2.21 (0.98) 1.89 (0.90) 2.14 (0.99)*
 Women 1.61 (0.99) 1.78 (0.86) 1.73 (0.78) 1.76 (0.86)*
 Total 1.84 (1.07) 2.00 (0.95) 1.81 (0.84) 1.95 (0.95)
Item 8: Children’s enjoyment
 Men 1.49 (0.78) 1.40 (0.95) 1.33 (0.82) 1.40 (0.92)*
 Women 1.11 (0.31) 1.23 (0.75) 1.14 (0.60) 1.20 (0.70)*
 Total 1.32 (0.64) 1.32 (0.86) 1.23 (0.72) 1.30 (0.82)
Item 9: Hate abuser
 Men 3.77 (1.16) 2.79 (1.21)* 3.15 (1.45) 2.95 (1.28)
 Women 3.18 (1.31) 2.46 (1.30)* 3.51 (1.26) 2.70 (1.36)
 Total 3.51 (1.26) 2.63 (1.27)* 3.33 (1.36) 2.83 (1.32)

Note. Factors: gender and educational level. ANOVA = analyses of variance.
*Means with statistical significant differences.

Table 2. Sample’s Descriptive Statistics for Comparison Between Men and 
Women.

Demographic Variables Men (N = 353) Women (N = 338)

Age
 M 44.97 42.81
 SD 14.79 12.65
Educational level (%)
 School 9.9 8.3
 University 74.5 74.3
 Others 15.6 17.5
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where men scored higher than women, and for educational level, 
F(1, 685) = 8.55; p < .001, the school studies group achieved a 
higher score. However, the interaction between gender and educa-
tional level did not show statistical significance.

•• Item 2 “Abuse victims are always girls” presented a statistically sig-
nificant difference between the educational levels, F(1, 685) = 3.70;  
p = .02, and those in the school studies category scored higher than 
those in university studies one.

•• Item 4 “CSA is more common in families with low socioeconomic 
level” showed a significant effect in terms of gender, F(1, 685) = 7.24; 
p = .007, where men obtained a higher score.

•• For Item 7 “Children sometimes make up stories of abuse,” significant 
differences were seen between men and women, F(1, 685) = 11.07; 
 p = .001, and men scored higher on this item.

•• Item 8 “If the child enjoys the sexual contact, it is not considered an 
abuse” showed a significant effect in terms of gender, F(1, 685) = 7.66; 
p = .006, with men obtaining higher scores.

•• Item 9 “Children who have suffered CSA always hate the adult who 
has abused them ” obtained significant differences in terms of educa-
tional level, F(1, 685) = 23.31; p < .001, and also in the interaction of 
gender with educational level, F(1, 685) = 4.17; p = .016. In the 
men’s group, the group who obtained higher scores was the school 
studies group, followed by “other studies” group, and finally the uni-
versity studies group. Regarding women, those with the highest agree-
ment were the “other studies” group, followed by the school studies 
group, and finally the university studies group. In general, the univer-
sity graduates group were the ones with lowest scores.

Discussion

Talking about CSA is not easy. It is a taboo topic surrounded by shame, 
fear, and pain. However, it is a reality that not only exists, but occurs more 
frequently than we think. The European Council estimates that in the 
European Union, one in five children experience sexual abuse (Lalor & 
McElvaney, 2011). These numbers indicate how important it is to enhance 
the visibility of this problem in society, to prevent and help the victims. 
To work on this topic through research and prevention, we considered it 
imperative to first investigate the current level of awareness about CSA 
among the public, because a lack of knowledge coupled with mispercep-
tions about the topic can be an obstacle to involving people in its 
prevention.
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People hold beliefs because that gives them a feeling of control in their 
environment and a sense of security in knowing how the world functions 
(Beck & Freeman, 1995). Sometimes these beliefs are false and widespread 
among the population, thus becoming “myths.” Through the present study, 
we aimed to examine myths and truths about CSA held among people in 
Spain. To achieve this goal, we created a survey including both myths and 
truths. The myths included the gender and socioeconomic level of the vic-
tims of CSA, the child’s hatred toward the person who perpetuates the abuse, 
the child’s enjoyment of the sexual contact, the vitality of sex-education in 
childhood, and the possibility that the victim becomes an abuser when he or 
she grows up. The truths included the prevalence of CSA, the prevalence of 
mental illness among perpetrators of abuse, and the relationship between 
abuser and victim.

In general, we found that respondents have adequate knowledge about 
CSA. This was demonstrated by the level of disagreement with the myths and 
the agreement with the truths. There is still some clarity to be achieved, spe-
cifically in myths regarding the socioeconomic level of the families in which 
CSA occurs (people falsely think that it is more common among families 
with a low socioeconomic status), the child’s hatred toward the abuser (the 
more frequent situation is the one where the child loves or simultaneously 
loves and hates the abuser), and the future of the victim (victims of CSA 
rarely become abusers when they grow up). In line with the existing litera-
ture, the most doubts occurred regarding the prevalence of CSA. Almost half 
of the participants did not know that the percentage of CSA victims is around 
20% (Cromer & Goldsmith, 2010; Finkelhor, 1993; Lau et al., 1999; Pereda 
et al., 2009; WHO, 2016).

These results were derived from all participants who met the inclusion 
criteria, which was the general sample. Our analyses aimed to clarify differ-
ent understandings of CSA based on gender differences and whether these 
beliefs were associated with educational levels. We did find differences 
between the genders in terms of the myths held. Men more frequently 
believed the myths about children should not know much about sexuality or 
abuse because they can get scared, also in the item CSA is more common in 
families with low socioeconomic level, the sentence children sometimes make 
up stories of, and the myth related to the children’s enjoyment of the sexual 
contact: if the child enjoys the sexual contact, it is not considered an abuse 
(Figure 2).

Not many differences in beliefs were found in relation to levels of educa-
tion (Figure 3). In fact, these differences were found only for myths about the 
gender of the victims and the knowledge children should have about sexual-
ity. People with school studies often responded that the victims of CSA are 



Ferragut et al. 13

only girls and that children should not have much information about sexuality 
because of the fear it may cause. Finally, only the myth regarding the child’s 
hatred toward the abuser was influenced by an interaction of gender and edu-
cational level. Women with university degrees disagreed most with this myth 
(see Figure 4).

An overview of these results reflects that, although respondents have 
accurate knowledge in terms of some of the assessed ideas about CSA, 
education and awareness are vital for the aspects that still lack clarity. It is 
crucial that society knows the real prevalence of this mistreatment of chil-
dren to become involved in its prevention. CSA is a social problem that 

Figure 2. Mean scores of men and women on items with significant gender 
differences.

Figure 3. Mean scores for each educational level on significant items.
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involves terrible physical and psychological consequences for victims, 
which prevail throughout their lifetime (Cummings et al., 2012; Shukla & 
Nair, 2017). The more we know about this matter, the better we can prevent 
and help the victims.

Our study results demonstrate that women’s notions about CSA are more 
accurate than men’s, which is in line with previous studies (Chen et al., 2007; 
Tang & Yan, 2004; Wurtele et al., 1992). Although further research is needed, 
we can conclude that this finding may be due to a higher level of sensibility 
regarding the topic among women. This could be because CSA is more fre-
quent among girls than among boys. We should also consider that women are 
reported to have a higher tendency to ask for psychological help and are more 
social and thus show a high interest in other’s and in childhood difficulties 
(Dovidio et al., 2012).

Although our study has some limitations, we would like to place empha-
sis on the sample size of this study as a strength. To our knowledge, there are 
no studies to date with such a large number of participants. An important 
limitation, however, is the small number of male participants in comparison 
with the female participants, which conditioned the analyses. This issue may 
be cause for a future research question: Why has it been difficult to collect 
men’s responses about CSA voluntarily? Our experience was that men did 
forward the survey link but were more reticent to send their response. 
However, no analyses on this observation have been done. Another possible 
limitation is the use of a self-report method. However, it was the most appro-
priate method to use in this case, as we intended to examine people’s knowl-
edge about a specific topic. In addition, the different types of sexual abuse 

Figure 4. Mean scores for each educational level for men and women separately 
on the significant interaction on Item 9: Hate abuser.
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have not been defined, and no information to participants was given previ-
ously; so, subjective interpretations of sexual abuse could also be a limita-
tion of this study.

Our study shows that further psychoeducation on CSA is needed to have 
a society that fully understands this problem and can get involved in its 
prevention. Based on our results, the efforts should be focused specially on 
informing and involving men, and making sure that this information reaches 
all educational levels, with emphasis on the school context. Inviting fathers 
specifically to programs or workshops carried out in their children’s schools 
can be a first step toward getting them more involved. The beliefs that still 
lack a sense of clarity (especially to men and people with basic education) 
are related to the prevalence of CSA, the adults’ fear of children’s knowl-
edge about sexuality, the stereotypes of lower socioeconomic level fami-
lies, children’s inventions about CSA, and the idea that girls are the only 
victims. To address these aspects, formal meetings with the families in 
which information about CSA could be discussed would be desirable. We 
strongly believe that education is a keystone in the prevention of CSA.

This study aimed to create a platform to examine target issues to address and 
improve the design of educational prevention programs for adults. Both adults 
and children need to be prepared and informed. We are currently working on 
one such program that involves parents, teachers, and children. We discuss the 
most relevant aspects about CSA through talks and workshops with adults. We 
work with children in two ways: through a theater play and workshops. The 
play uses music and fantasy to teach them what CSA is and how it can be pre-
vented. For example, identifying when something makes them feel uncomfort-
able, understanding that their body is theirs and no one can touch it, and learning 
how to seek help from an adult. After they see the play, we reinforce the lessons 
in workshops and work to improve their emotional knowledge.

In the future, designing prevention programs that comprise psychoedu-
cation of society (especially for parents and in the academic context) will 
be very valuable. It would also be interesting to examine the knowledge 
about CSA in other countries. International studies would be of interest in 
this concern and may help to design prevention programs with a better 
understanding of what specific target populations know and believe. 
Providing children coping resources for CSA is not sufficient in prevention. 
Responsible adults have to be conscious of this problem and must possess 
accurate information. Understanding the real situation regarding education 
and information should be the first step for every prevention issue.
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