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Abstract

In presence of violent extremism, children in Pakistan are at high risk for child sex-
ual abuse (CSA), especially after the COVID-19 pandemic. Effective approaches for
preventing CSA include enhancing resilience resources in violence-affected socie-
ties. Previous research suggests that video-based curricula effectively enhances
learning in primary schoolchildren. We pilot tested a video literacy program to build
awareness in children, creating a ‘personal safety and space bubble’ as an educa-
tional approach for prevention of sexual abuse with an experimental 6 weeks long
pre- and post-test design. We conducted qualitative interviews with students, teach-
ers, and parents and identified themes using frequency analyses. Results showed
a 96.7% increase in awareness about ‘personal safety and space bubble’. The pilot
study is valuable for public health researchers and policy makers seeking to curtail
sexual abuse in extreme violence affected Pakistan. Primary schools can use such
interventional cartoons to enhance awareness about child sexual abuse.
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Key messages

e COVID-19 has exacerbated risk of child sexual abuse in terror-stricken coun-
tries like Pakistan that are fighting violent extremism.

e Increasing awareness in children about personal rights, their ‘space bubble’
and safety through animated cartoons proved effective in a Pakistani pilot
video literacy program.

e We recommend video literacy programs for primary school curriculum to mit-
igate risk of sexual abuse, develop emotional resilience and awareness.

Introduction

According to the Human Rights Watch [1], child sexual abuse (CSA) in Paki-
stan remains disturbingly common with 6 daily cases reported across Pakistan
in the first half of 2020. In the first 6 months of 2020, The News International,
a national news outlet, reported at least 173 children had been gang-raped, and
227 had been victims of attempted sexual assault. Of the total reported sexual
abuse cases, 47% were boys and 53% were girls [2]. Cases remain consistently
under-reported in Pakistan [3]. Cultural, religious, legal, state, and gender or sex-
ual barriers exacerbate stigma associated with seeking proper help [4]. With the
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the incidence of child sexual abuse in Pakistan
increased by 30% in 2021 compared to the previous year. Surges in ‘dark web’
(a collection of hidden internet sites only accessible through specialized soft-
wares to maintain anonymity) gangs dealing in child pornography and lockdowns
during the pandemic were correlated to the increased incidences of child sexual
abuse. During this time, children’s internet usage increased, and supervision
decreased, while Pakistan closed schools [5]. Sustainable Social Development
Organization (SSDO), a non-governmental organization, reported an increase in
rates of domestic violence including CSA almost 400% in one quarter during the
COVID-19 lockdowns in 2020 in Pakistan [6]. During the COVID-19 pandemic,
parents in Pakistan reported adverse effects on their children’s mental health,
including increased aggression and anxiety [7].

The term ‘child sexual abuse’ or CSA characterizes a traumatic and abusive
experience among younger children and teens including sexual assault, rape, and
incest, and commercial sexual exploitation of minors. CSA may include any sort
of sexual act between an adult and minor, or between two minors, where one
uses power to exert dominance over the other. The term indicates that a minor
is coerced or persuaded to perform or engage in any sort of sexual act. CSA also
covers acts without contact, such as exhibitionism, being exposed to pornography,
voyeurism, and communication in a sexual manner through the phone, other digi-
tal devices, or otherwise [8]. CSA perpetrators include a broad variety of offend-
ers including men and women, strangers, trusted family, friends, family friends,
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people of all sexual orientations, and from all socio-economic classes and cul-
tural backgrounds. The World Health Organization’s definition of CSA empha-
sizes the involvement of a child in a sexual act (direct or non-contact) without
the child’s full comprehension, informed consent, or developmental preparedness
to give consent. Thus, all sexual acts between an adult and minor (even with ill-
informed assent) is by definition child sexual abuse [9]. In most countries, acts
described here amount to crimes for which perpetrators may be punished by law.

Another key concept for understanding and responding to child abuse is vio-
lent extremism. This term connotes that children’s psychological health is compro-
mised, even if they are passive agents in the affected community. Groups that per-
petrate violent extremism may go so far as to recruit children at an impressionable
and developmentally vulnerable age and subject them to various forms of abuse.
Hence, risks for children sexual abuse increase markedly with the element of vio-
lent extremism [10]. By subjecting children to violence and witnessing its effects,
perpetrators also inflict emotional abuse, whereby the children lose the ability to
regulate their emotions effectively and may consider violence as an accepted form
of retaliatory behavior as they become de-sensitized to it [10, 11]. Children at risk
of sexual abuse are often subjected to other forms of abuse or neglect, such as insuf-
ficient family support, high stress households (due to poverty), parental substance
abuse, low levels emotional support and warmth, among others. Not infrequently,
these children develop learning or physical disabilities, mental health issues, and
may resort to substance abuse. These risks increase as children enter adolescence.
Emancipated children or others living out-of-home become vulnerable to sex traf-
ficking and sexual acts exchanged for contributions to meeting basic survival needs
such as food, shelter, money, or drugs. Children living in a terror-stricken or con-
flict-ridden society experience higher risks of sexual abuse than their counterparts in
safer settings [9, 10]. The psychological trauma and harm that children may encoun-
ter while entrenched in affected communities, results in long-term consequences to
their physical health, as well as moral and psychological health [10].

People younger than 19 years of age comprise more than 52% of the Pakistani
population and these young people spend most of their time outside their homes
in educational establishments. Thus, prevention programs in the early years of
school present a viable opportunity for intervention. A review by Ali [12] postu-
lates a dire need for improving national legislation to protect children from sexual
abuse, made more urgent by increasing incidence during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Previous research shows that videos, animations, cartoons, and various multimedia
approaches are effective for enhancing children’s learning [13—18], including use of
multimedia to increase child sexual abuse awareness [19, 20]. Multiple stimulatory
channels (audio and video) increase information retention [21]. Traditional class-
room learning may be monotonous compared to videos and cartoons for reducing
children’s anxiety, stress and managing disruptive behavior in class [16].

Thus, we undertook a video literacy pilot program for primary school children
to build awareness in children about their personal safety and ‘space bubble’ as a
means to prevention of sexual abuse. We used the term ‘space bubble’ with the chil-
dren to make the content more age-appropriate and to avoid any confusion. We used
a pre- and post-test experimental design to study the efficacy of the program for
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enhancing awareness and emotional resilience against sexual harassment, includ-
ing that provoked by extremist elements in society. This pilot program addresses the
issue of violent extremism by measuring awareness in children about their rights
while educating them to draw on resilience in these situations to equip them to deal
with extremist influences or perpetrators of sexual assault later in life.

Data and methods
Ethical approval and considerations

We initiated a video literacy program to pilot with a sample population of two pri-
mary schools in the Islamabad-Rawalpindi region of Pakistan: one private (Islam-
abad) and one public (Rawalpindi). We discussed the study design and objectives
in detail with the schools’ higher management and they agreed and signed formal
agreements and Non-Disclosure Agreements (NDAs). Due to COVID-19 proto-
cols, the schools alternated between 1 week online and 1 week on campus. Thus,
the school needed to provide access to the researchers to join online classes with the
students in the presence of the teacher. Schools needed to permit a researcher to sit
in the class, observe and record qualitative data from students, teachers, and parents.
The school and the concerned teachers had to agree to participate in training for the
exercises using the special cartoons. Children and their parents participated only if
they agreed to be part of the study and signed consent forms, one for the students,
and another for parents. Due to the sensitive content of sexual abuse that could trig-
ger an unwarranted reaction in some students, parents and the teachers ensured that
students with mental health issues or who were under treatment would not partici-
pate. We also excluded any parents and students who did not want to partake in
the study. We minimized researcher-based bias by assuring presence of at least 2
researchers and an assigned teacher for daily observation.

At each stage, we maintained complete transparency with the school administra-
tion about the tools and methods. We ensured anonymity of the data and integrity by
assigning a code name to every student, parent, and faculty member. We designed
the study prior to COVID-19, but the pandemic hit as we began collecting data, thus
we adapted the protocol. The schools, and the research grant awarding body granted
ethical approval of all protocols.

School selection, enrollment, and randomization

We selected schools in Islamabad/Rawalpindi region of Pakistan due to pilot study’s
financial and geographical limitations. In two selected schools, students shared simi-
lar socio-economic background, with middle white collar, working-class parents. To
ensure sufficient pool of students for randomization into control and experimental
groups we sought schools with 80 or more primary school children.

The school administration randomly assigned students aged 9-12 to the exper-
imental (N=120) and control (N=40) groups as displayed in (Table 1), ensuring
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Table 1 Age and gender

distribution of students in Age (years) Experimental group Control group
experimental and control groups 120 M =59, F=61) 40 M=15, F=25)
9 19 7
10 80 24
11 19 7
12s 2

that no profiling (assigning good scoring students to experimental group and aver-
age scoring students to the control group and vice versa) is done. Experimental
and control group students did not interact with each other because one group was
on campus and the other at home based on the already-in-place COVID-19 school
protocols.

Intervention: the animated cartoon entitled ‘Right to safety and space bubble’

Our intervention focused on anti-sexual exploitation awareness—keeping in view
the cultural and religious sensitivity. We never used the word ‘sexual exploitation’
to avoid controversies and be age-sensitive. ‘Right to safety’ and ‘personal safety’
was used interchangeably, however the conversation with students mostly dealt with
the concept of their ‘space bubble’. We consulted specialists, clinical psychologists,
neuroscientists, and EI researchers, to develop the storyline, and to anticipate the
effect on a victim, and the ‘bystander effect’for our interventional cartoon based cur-
riculum. A senior Professor of Clinical Psychology with years of professional expe-
rience in play therapy vetted the final storylines. Animators then worked from these
to develop the cartoon. We signed a non-disclosure agreement to ensure that the car-
toons would not become available online (to avoid potential for parental intervention
that could have biased results). The research team controlled the screen to restrict
access to others, including parents.

Measurement scale

We used the 10-question Children’s Knowledge of Abuse Questionnaire [22] to
assess students’ awareness of personal rights and safety both before and after the
intervention. Students answered whether they felt the statements were correct or
incorrect. We compared the percentages of correct responses in the pre- and post-
intervention for both experimental and control students.

Pre- and post- data collection and analysis

We conducted qualitative interviews with students, teachers, and parents of experi-
mental and control groups to understand the pre- and post-test comprehension of
child sexual abuse and subjective changes associated with the intervention.
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We administered a pre-test questionnaire to the experimental and control groups.
To build rapport during the pre-test phase, we began with enjoyable ‘ice breaker’
conversations so the students, then at ease, could talk about their experiences and
learning on the sensitive topic.

We then engaged the experimental group in 6 weeks of intervention (30 sessions
in 1-h units, 5 days a week). The experimental group students watched the animated
cartoon daily, then did exercises including answering questions, drawing, participat-
ing ‘in role plays’, discussions, and entertaining activities to keep students engaged
and motivated. We used special props we designed to re-enforce the concepts. Prac-
tical demonstrations of their ‘space bubble’ i.e. a one-arm distance around them,
was repeatedly given. We also administered written and oral exercises we had for-
mulated to enhance the video-literacy curriculum.

At the end of the 6 weeks, we administered post-test questionnaires with students,
parents, and teachers. We did not apply any intervention to the control group but did
administer the post-test assessment. We also asked parents to report on any change
in the behavior of their children during and after the intervention, nothing more.

We then anonymized and analyzed data. We used McNemar’s Test for Paired
Samples Proportions for pre- and post-test measures of correct responses using
SPSS. We used NVivo to analyze themes from the interviews and Frequency Anal-
yses. We illustrated answers for representative qualitative questions by populating
‘word clouds’ which indicate frequency of answers by size of the words.

Results
Students

We assessed the results of testing with an adapted version of the Children’s Knowl-
edge of Abuse Questionnaire as the percentage of correct answers to simple state-
ments related to questioning good and bad touch, asserting their personal ‘space
bubble’ and speaking up against perpetrators. Table 2 shows the correct response
percentages both pre- and post-test of students in the experimental and control
groups. For the former, all responses to the statements changed after the intervention
(all p<0.05). The findings suggest that the intervention was effective in dispelling
some previously held notions about violation of safety and personal rights. The con-
trol group students did not show any difference in their correct response percentages
(all p>0.05, McNemar’s Test with binomial distribution used, Table 2).

We posed a baseline qualitative question about the student’s awareness of their
personal safety and ‘space bubble’ during the pre-test; none of the students replied
‘yes’. After the intervention, 96.7% of the students in the experimental group replied
in the affirmative and were, in varying degrees, able to define the term ‘space
bubble’.

The experimental group students also answered qualitative questions related to
the cartoon storylines, with moral reasoning prompts. Their responses illustrate their
understanding of the concepts and clarity about what to do in situations involving
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Fig. 1 Children’s qualitative response word clouds for cartoon-related questions

harassment and violation of personal space (See Supplemental Material). Figure 1
contains representative questions and their respective word cloud answers.

During the intervention, the students engaged increasingly with the cartoon and
discussed their own experiences more openly—about dealing with strangers, feel-
ings of discomfort, and ways they had defended themselves in the past. By the end
of the program, the students demonstrated the one-hand distance rule that they had
learned during the intervention to indicate the extent of their space bubbles. One
student clarified that “Our space bubble is a hand-distance from your left, right,
front and back and no one can enter it without our consent.” Towards the conclu-
sion of the program, several students narrated some personal incidents: 3—4 students
described how strangers had offered them food outside their schools, and how they
had refused. Another student commented on precautions, such as making sure no
one would follow students to their homes. Students were also made aware what they
can do to save themselves, strategies like assertively saying no, shouting, seeking
help from elders and running away from danger etc. were discussed.
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What benefits do/did you see of a child aged 8-10 years old, learning about child harassment and
their rights to their space bubble and safety?
Pre-Test Post-Test
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Fig.2 Parent’s word cloud responses to selected questions in the pre- and post-test evaluation
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Parents

We illustrate parents’ qualitative responses in the word clouds in Fig. 2. When
asked “After the activity, has your child opened up about abuse, bullying or mean
behavior by other children during school or otherwise?” of the experimental
group parents, 66% replied in the affirmative. Although 89% of the parents inter-
viewed had already said ‘yes’ to “Do you think educating your children about
harassment and knowledge about sexual abuse is beneficial?” before the interven-
tion, the percentage rose to 94.6% after. We asked the parents during the post-
test “Have you observed any positive changes in your child’s behavior during
and after the activity?” Although the majority (41.4%) did not observe any nota-
ble change, some noted a slight shift; 29.3% of the responding parents indicated
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that there have been some positive changes. During interviews, several parents
affirmed that it was very beneficial for their children to learn about safety and
personal rights and that these children felt safe talking to their parents about this
topic after the activity.

Teachers

The teachers also reported differences in children’s behavior regarding the cartoon
theme. According to the participating teachers (n=4), 10% of the experimental
group children improved very little, 22.5% improved moderately, and the majority
(67.5%) of the students improved a great deal. Teachers reported that the students
were much more responsive and open to discussing their personal rights and safety
bubble after the intervention as many understood the key concepts and had words to
express their concerns. After the intervention, about one third of the experimental
group students were willing to talk about instances of harassment or exploitation.
No such discussions took place during the pre-test, even when researchers asked stu-
dents about such instances.

Discussion

The presented study employed a most effective medium, cartoons [13], to teach stu-
dents about safety and mitigating sexual exploitation. Teaching primary school chil-
dren about sexual abuse has been difficult, given a taboo against doing so in Paki-
stani society. The current project aimed to test children’s knowledge levels about
sexual abuse before and after an intervention using a structured quasi-experimental
and multi method approach. Previous studies, including that of Hyder and Malik
[23] highlighted the gravity of child sexual abuse in Pakistan and called for aware-
ness and safeguarding the rights of the children. But the majority of these studies
were observational, without rigorous research protocols or data collection.

It is the magnitude of the child sexual abuse problem in Pakistan that makes
effective intervention so important. According to estimates, as many as 15-25% of
children are subjected to sexual abuse. A study of 300 school-going children in the
Islamabad/Rawalpindi area found 17% to be survivors of sexual abuse (1 in 5 boys,
and 1 in 7 girls), the majority of whom (72%) were under the age of 13 [24]. Our
interviews also revealed that at least one quarter of the experimental group students
had experienced some form of sexual abuse or harassment. Using our approach to
help students understand the gravity of the situation, we observed that in our sam-
ple of 120 students, around 30 students had experienced harassment or perpetrating
behavior from strangers. One reason for this difference from previous studies was
the inadequacy of sample sizes and study design.

News reports allow us to gauge the scale of child sexual abuse in Pakistan, but
apart from those, Pakistan lacks reporting and methodological means to assess
the incidents more accurately [4]. According to a review of child sexual abuse
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prevalence studies by Townsend and Rheingold [8], about 1 in 10 children is likely
to be sexually abused before their 18th birthday. Girls experience more contact sex-
ual abuse before they turn 18 than boys: 1 in 7 girls and 1 in 25 boys. Prevalence
studies raise concerns about the validity and reporter biases [9]. We believe under-
reporting of such abuse in Pakistan’s statistics obscures the magnitude of the prob-
lem and inhibits formulation and management of more effective policies.

A non-government organization, Sahil, reviewed national and local news and
reported 3445 cases of child abuse in 2017, with an estimate that for 28% of these
cases, no one reported them to the police, or the police themselves refused to regis-
ter them. Such under-reporting is exacerbated by absence of mandatory reporting of
sexual abuse in Pakistan. Pakistan has no legal definition of child abuse and neglect;
it relies on WHO definitions and classification [3]. Pakistan struggles to address
the problem as do most developing countries in Asia. Hindrances are many: legal,
state, religious, cultural, family, and sexual or gender barriers. Rights of children are
protected in the Constitution, but because of the stigma, lack of education, lack of
human development infrastructure and the children’s vulnerable stage of develop-
ment, the problem is still prevalent [4].

Pakistan has an infamous history of violent extremism and efforts to prevent it.
The country has served as a front-line location for anti-terrorism efforts but other
countries also perceive it as a sponsor for international terrorism, especially after the
events known as ‘9/11° in 2000 [25]. Pakistan suffers a substantial economic burden
based on this history, even as its residents bear the brunt of psychological impact of
terror [26]. Children and young adults are especially vulnerable as targeted popula-
tions as terrorists aim attacks on educational institutes [27]. They are also at a malle-
able developmental stage of psychological and moral development [28].

Unfortunately, scarce data exists on the impact of violent extremism on child sex-
ual abuse related incidents in Pakistan. Violent extremism groups recruit and lure
children to join them, then subject them to sexual abuse, using coercive powers to
exploit their vulnerabilities. Some argue that child sexual abuse is a consequence of
violent extremism [10]. Children raised in abusive environments caused by violent
extremist groups are more likely to show violent behaviors than children in normal,
unaffected households and may become perpetrators of sexual abuse [9, 10].

Using education as means to prevent and counter devastating psychological
and physical effects of war or terror-related activities on children is very effective
[29-33]. An approach used to prevent violent extremism is that of enhancing resil-
ience and cognitive resources in already affected individuals [34, 35]. Sas et al.
suggest that investing in primary education is beneficial as the children’s behavio-
ral development starts to progress at this stage [36]. Shah et al. proposed that to
improve children’s psychological wellbeing and diminish fear of terrorism in Paki-
stan, it is useful to engage them in emotional intelligence training with the help of
teachers, parents, and counsellors [28]. Such training helps children to learn how to
regulate their emotions when faced with adversity or stressful situation [37-40].

Developmentally, children who are abused may resort to regressive behaviors
such as bed-wetting, changes in personality and emotional maturity, withdrawal,
sleep and appetite disturbances, and even inappropriate sexual activity. In the long
term, child sexual abuse survivors may experience post-traumatic stress disorder,
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anxiety and depression, substance abuse, or suicidal tendencies [41]. They remain
at risk of heightened sexual activity and sexual abuse later in life [42]. Their neu-
rodevelopmental progress may also be affected. Structural and functional MRI stud-
ies have shown substantial differences in the brain scans of child victims of abuse
compared to their non-abused peers [43]. Evaluation of education programs for pre-
vention of sexual abuse to increase children’s knowledge of the risk and enhance
their self-protection skills showed positive results [44]. A study in Malaysia evalu-
ated the level of awareness in children about sexual abuse using persuasive multime-
dia learning applications. It found benefits of multimedia approaches in increasing
awareness and pointed to a lack of educational materials for teaching children about
personal safety [19, 45]. In an interventional study performed by Naeem et al. [41]
from March through June of 2018, the researchers engaged women primary school
teachers in a health education program centered on child sexual abuse. Comprehen-
sive presentations characterized the teaching and the curriculum included videos
and written educational materials. A pre- and post-test comparison showed that the
health education intervention program was instrumental in dispelling teachers’ mis-
conceptions about child sexual abuse and increased their awareness and knowledge
of child sexual abuse [41].

The Child Protection and Welfare Bureau in Punjab, Pakistan has had some suc-
cess in enabling curriculum changes in the province but much more can be done in
with curricula in educational settings to address the sexual abuse in Pakistan [4].
Use of multimedia to create awareness about CSA has been effective, however, there
is still a lack of well researched educational materials that teach about personal
safety [19, 45].

This study tried to fill a gap to help students to protect themselves by creating
a well-researched video literacy tool validated by subject matter experts. The pre-
sented study is helping students to retain the learning from the intervention, a step
toward helping students to develop emotional resilience and safeguard themselves.
Our data indicate that 96.7% of the experimental cohort students had learned the
concept of personal safety and ‘space bubble’ to avoid sexual abuse. Similar studies
seldom measure the actual efficacy experimentally. Thus, future studies can build on
this pilot, with sound methods and a proven curriculum. Additional programs and
curricula improved through future research will help children become more resilient
in the long run.

Our research team learned that the students were more responsive during the in-
person sessions, rather than during the online sessions. In-person sessions featuring
discussions and role-playing create a more favorable atmosphere for increasing open
communication. Parents reported that their children were enthusiastic and looked
forward to each session. Teachers also looked forward to the classroom sessions
and students asked them if the cartoons were available on the internet. We believe
that the most important change by the end of the program was the notable increase
in children’s capacity to talk about abuse or harassment they had experienced. At the
start, no student had heard the term ‘space bubble’, nor did they have any strategies
to protect themselves.

We were aware of the sensitive nature of the content, so we developed the car-
toons with special focus on the character likeability, their indigenous nature, with
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relatable dialogues—while capturing the root issues like consent, personal space
and learning when to say no. Since these things resonated with the children quite
quickly, their learning curve was very impressive. They had embraced the increas-
ingly familiar characters in the cartoons and were starting to embody their positive
characteristics. The children’s positive response is evidence that developing relat-
able and dialogue-driven storylines to convey content related to emotional resilience
and awareness of children’s rights is an effective and rewarding experience for chil-
dren and can serve the education sector. By the end, most of the experimental group
students demonstrated their own space bubbles and knowledge about their rights.
With CSA cases rising consistently in Pakistan over the years [24], educating the
children as well as giving them a learning medium which they enjoy is vital.

We take a step forward towards understanding child sexual abuse in Pakistan. Our
unique research-based intervention to teach children about their personal safety and
space bubble, allowed for educating children about where to seek help if they feel
uncomfortable around a possible perpetrator. Even a pilot program with 6-weeks of
carefully curated research-based content showed clear enhancement in children’s
awareness about sexual abuse. We recommend inclusion of this type of video lit-
eracy program in the future. Owing to the nature of the experimental design and
the restrictions placed on the study design due to COVID-19 protocols, more stud-
ies with longer duration, in-person sessions, larger sample sizes and more content
addressing more themes of emotional resilience are warranted. This media approach
to enhancing emotional resilience may be the most rapid and effective way to
address violent extremism for the future generations. An age-appropriate theme and
carefully validated content can make the learning experience enjoyable and retain
the learning throughout their developmental years.

Conclusions

Results are sufficiently encouraging to warrant a full-scale study to validate the cur-
rent findings. We recommend that more studies to replicate the results of the pilot
study at a larger scale for validity and generalization of the results. Future studies
should incorporate students from a wider socio-economic and geographical stratum
to inform directions for policy recommendations for curriculum development. Pub-
lic education campaigns have the potential to destigmatize child sexual abuse, when
used in a setting designed to protect children, a setting where adults are increasingly
aware of ways to report, register and initiate response protocols on site. Programs
like this can act as case studies of how to navigate methodological and cultural bar-
riers in implementing child sexual abuse awareness in societies where the subject
may be sensitive in nature.
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