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MEDIA ANALYSIS - KEY FINDINGS
Episodic and thematic framing. While journalists 
and news organisations help bring the issue of 
child sexual abuse to public attention and provide 
a language to discuss the issue, reporting tends 
to present child sexual abuse in terms of isolated 
incidents, individual case studies and discrete events 
(referred to as ‘episodic framing’), rather than the 
wider contexts, causes and perspectives of victims and 
survivors, as well as legislative and/or policy responses 
(‘thematic framing’). 

Across all media platforms the vast majority of news 
reports primarily framed news about child sexual 
abuse episodically or as ‘snapshots’ of criminal 
offending. This included 75% of all online media 
reports and newspaper articles and 63% of broadcast 
news. Around 10% of news items were primarily 
thematic or discussion-based news items. 

Best practice reporting is thematic, victim-
centred and trauma-informed. Best practice 
reporting on child sexual abuse is often driven by 
high profile cases, where journalists are resourced 
to investigate the causes, experiences and impacts 
of child sexual abuse on victims and survivors. This 
reporting addresses the issue at a broader systemic 
level, considers wider social implications and legal/
policy reforms, incorporates a range of perspectives, 
and foregrounds victims and survivors as sources.

Courts the dominant source of news. Over a third 
of all news pertaining to child sexual abuse originated 
from criminal justice or legal proceedings. Legal and 
criminal justice professionals are the sources most 
often interviewed, quoted or paraphrased.

News focuses on the perpetrator. In approximately 
40% of all news pertaining to child sexual abuse the 
perpetrator was the main focus of the news.

Celebrities the focus of news stories. Between one 
quarter and one third of all news reports were about 
child sexual abuse involving celebrities or other high-
profile figures. International news about child sexual 
abuse by high-profile individuals is often treated 
without the care and respect given to local cases. 

Online/digital the most common location of 
abuse in media stories. The largest number of 
stories related to cases of abuse that occurred online 
or in digital spaces, followed by religious institutions, 
‘other’ locations, school, home and sporting locations. 
This reflects the high number of criminal cases 
concerning child sexual abuse material in the  
digital age. 

Overshadowing of priority groups. Just 10% 
of online and 9% of newspaper items were coded 
as being about child sexual abuse involving First 
Nations peoples, culturally and linguistically diverse 
communities, people with disability, LGBTQIA+ 
people, and people living in rural and remote 
communities. This ‘overshadowing’ of abuse among 
‘priority’ groups as identified by the National 
Strategy has potentially significant impacts on public 
understanding of child sexual abuse. 

Limited information about support services. Only 
a small proportion of media reports about child sexual 
abuse included information about where to seek help, 
advice or further information. 

Problematic language. We identified a range of 
problematic language in news headlines and stories. 
Half of all online news headlines about child sexual 
abuse were classified as sensational, clickbait or 
both. We identified widespread use of sensationalist, 
gratuitous, de humanising, trivialising, glamourising, 
masking, minimising, sanitising, and victim blaming 
language. The potential impacts of such editing 
and reporting are profoundly damaging for wider 
community understanding, and may be harmful and 
retraumatising for those with lived experience. 
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The analysis highlighted a range of content and 
approaches to be considered in the draft Guides that 
could improve and encourage best practice reporting, 
minimise harm and encourage the considered public 
discussion of child sexual abuse.  

• Newsrooms should provide training and resources 
to encourage a victim and survivor-centred, 
trauma informed approach to researching and 
writing news stories. This includes access to 
accurate research and information about the 
nature, prevalence and impacts of child sexual 
abuse.

• Journalists and editors must be made aware that 
routine practices of reporting newsworthy stories 
can also be harmful to readers, both those with 
lived experience and the wider public.

• Reporting of child sexual abuse needs to be 
reframed to highlight the voices and experiences 
of victims and survivors rather than perpetrators; 
to focus on thematic as opposed to episodic 
reporting; and to always include support services. 

• Particular attention should be paid to avoid 
sensationalist and stigmatising language in news 
headlines, and care must be taken in the choice 
and positioning of images and advertising. 

• Comprehensive and accessible Guides should 
be made widely available and include supporting 
information and training for editors and news 
managers, as well as journalists and journalism 
educators. 

• Journalists and editors can play a powerful role in 
supporting responsible reporting of child sexual 
abuse through the careful use of accurate and 
empowering language.

• While it is the news media’s responsibility 
to ensure best practice reporting, it is also 
important to support victims and survivors in their 
interactions with news media. Comprehensive 
and accessible Guides should be made available 
to and victims and survivors, their families and 
advocates in their interactions with news media.

• The Guides cannot, on their own, change public 
understanding of child sexual abuse, but their 
adoption can be part of the wider education 
and building of awareness among the entire 
community. 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND NEXT STEPS
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AIMS OF THE PROJECT
The Media Guides for Reporting Child Sexual Abuse 
project aimed to produce evidence-based guides 
for journalists reporting on child sexual abuse and to 
empower victims and survivors in their interactions 
with media. 
We were guided in the development of these 
resources by a victim and survivor-centred, trauma-
informed approach aimed at empowering victims and 
survivors and encouraging news media to responsibly 
report on child sexual abuse within the core principles 
of trust, choice, collaboration, empowerment and 
respect for diversity. 
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A sample of items were coded across 27 variables 
according to a co-designed coding instrument based 
on the findings of the academic and guidelines 
reviews, and quantitatively analysed to identify the key 
features of reporting, including volume, topic, source, 
focus, setting, framing, spokespeople and supporting 
information. 

Qualitative media analysis
Based on a scan of all online and print news items 
we selected exemplar news reports and reporting 
practices for closer qualitative analysis to explain how 
the story of child sexual abuse was told. Drawing 
on the principles of news framing, we identified 
examples of ‘episodic’ and ‘thematic’ reporting, which 
stories, institutions and individuals received the most 
attention in the reporting, the voices amplified and the 
overarching narrative. 

The use of empowering or sensationalising and/
or minimising language, headlines and imagery was 
identified and analysed. In line with the project’s 
trauma-informed approach, we were attuned to the 
experiences of, and impacts on, victims and survivors 
in their interactions with media. 

GUIDES DEVELOPMENT
Based on the review of literature, existing guidelines 
and media analysis, the N&MRC team developed two 
complementary Guides. Based on advice from the 
National Strategy Advisory Group, which provides 
regular advice and input on implementation of the 
National Strategy to Prevent and Respond to Child 
Sexual Abuse 2021-2030 (National Strategy), the 

team developed guides for both media professionals 
( journalists, editors, managers, photographers and 
producers) and for victims and survivors, their families, 
friends, advocates and services providers in their 
interactions with media. 

These are titled Reporting on Child Sexual Abuse: 
Guidance for Media and Engaging with Media about 



8 Media reporting of child sexual abuse in Australia: 2020-22: Research Report

Child sexual abuse is a crime. The National Strategy 
defines child sexual abuse as ‘any act that exposes 
a child or young person to, or involves a child or 
young person in, sexual activities that: they do 
not understand; they do not or cannot consent to; 
are not accepted by the community; are unlawful’ 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2021, p. 17). 

The Australian Child Maltreatment Study (ACMS) 
estimates that more than one in four (28.5%) 
Australians have experienced child sexual abuse. 
Those who identify as female were twice as likely to 
have experienced child sexual abuse compared to 
males (37.3% of females compared to 18.8% of males) 
(Haslam et al., 2023). 

The ACMS found that child sexual abuse rarely 
happens once and often co-occurs with other forms 
of child maltreatment. Most victims and survivors 
of child sexual abuse (78%) reported that the abuse 
occurred multiple times. Around four in ten victims 
and survivors (42%) experienced child sexual abuse 
more than six times. Around one in ten victims and 
survivors (11%) experienced it more than 50 times. 

The ACMS further identified the profound impacts of 
child maltreatment, including on mental and physical 
health outcomes. When compared with people who 
have not experienced child maltreatment, those 
who experienced child maltreatment: are more likely 
to have a mental health disorder (48%), compared 
with around one in five (21.6%) of those who did not 
experience maltreatment; are three times more likely 
to have Major Depressive Disorder (24.6% compared 
with 8.1%); are 3.9 times more likely to have self 
harmed in the past year; and are 4.6 times more likely 
to have attempted suicide in the past year. 

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2019) 
found that 79% of child sexual abuse is committed by 
a friend, relative, acquaintance or neighbour of the 
victim and survivor.

The online environment is the fastest growing setting 
for child sexual abuse. Online child sexual abuse is 
‘[t]he use of technology or the internet to facilitate 
the sexual abuse of a child, including the production 
and sharing of child sexual abuse material online’ 
(ACCCE, 2023). 

Child sexual offenders increasingly commit crimes 
online including, but not limited to, child sexual abuse 
material, interactions through online forums, and live 
stream webcam sexual offending against children 
(ACCCE, 2023; Bursztein et al., 2019; ICMEC, 2023). 

TRAUMA-INFORMED PRACTICE
Trauma-informed practice is framed within the core 
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A MEDIA STUDIES APPROACH
Media Studies is an academic discipline concerned 
with the content, history, and impacts of various 
media. The role of journalists and journalism is a 
central object of study, with critical perspectives on 
the news challenging normative tenets of ‘objectivity’ 
and neutrality. Rather than passive actors, news media 
are understood as a powerful societal institution that 
both constructs and reproduces ‘discourse’. 

Mediated language is a powerful tool for raising 
previously hidden issues on national and global 
agendas, enhancing understanding and providing 
a language for public discussion of critical issues. 
News stories also have the power to silence, alienate, 
trivialise and stigmatise public discussion of critical 
issues.

KEY CONCEPTS
Agenda-setting (McCombs & Shaw, 1972) refers 
to news media’s ability to raise an issue on the public 
agenda by focusing attention on some stories over 
others. 

News values  guide the type of stories that will be 
selected and prioritised, with negative stories about 
conflict and drama, prominent people and human-
interest stories more likely to be written and published. 

News framing is a concept that explains how issues 
are presented and defined in news media (de Vreese, 
2005). Journalists and editors are responsible for the 
decisions and selections they make regarding the 
way a news story is constructed to evoke a particular 
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This is despite the Royal Commission’s final report 
finding that 14% of private session testimonies were 
from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island survivors 
and 43% were from those who had experienced out 
of home care. Dreher and Waller (2022) found that 
reporting of the National Apology downplayed this 
finding by the Royal Commission. 

Golding (2018) found the Royal Commission and 
subsequent media coverage focused on institutional 
child sexual abuse rather than stories about abuse 
or neglect in family or out of home care settings. 
Through the establishment of the National Office 
in July 2018, the Australian Government’s response 
has been to broaden scope from institutions to child 
sexual abuse more broadly, including online, in families 
and private settings. 

Problematic language, headlines and imagery
The language used in media reporting and headlines 
is an important consideration beyond the broader 
framing of child sexual abuse. Headlines are 
particularly important, as they frame the story for 
the reader and can contribute to sensationalising, 
misrepresenting, minimising or distorting the gravity 
of sexual abuse crimes. 

Imprecise or problematic language to describe child 
sexual abuse such as non specific terms like ‘abuse’ or 
‘molestation’ can also distort the nature or severity of 
the crime (Mejia et al., 2012), while commonly-used 
phrases such as ‘engage in’, ‘sex’, and ‘intercourse’ 
imply active participation rather than a unilateral 
act of violence, harmfully obscuring the offender’s 
exclusive culpability (Powell & Scanlon, 2015b). 

At worst, they can provide a ‘guide’ for other abusers 
by publishing explicit details and material, including 
images, photos and statements, which can also 
be used by perpetrators for gratification. While 
social advocates such as Grace Tame (Grace Tame 
Foundation, 2023) and Jane Gilmore (Gilmore, 2019) 
have raised the issue of inaccurate and damaging 
language in popular media, there is very little research 
in the Australian context and a comprehensive 
analysis is needed. 

Victims and survivors engaging with media
There is little previous research about survivors of 
child sexual abuse and their interaction with the 
media. Popović (2022), in her major review of child 
sexual abuse reporting, notes that media coverage 
can violate the victim and survivor’s right to privacy 
and has the potential to re-victimise. 

Problematic reporting of child sexual abuse can cause 
further harm and re-traumatise victims, survivors, and 
their families, and further spread misinformation about 
child sexual abuse (Döring & Walter, 2020; Nair, 2019; 
Popović, 2018; Weatherred, 2015). 

On the other hand, news media reporting can give 
victims and survivors a language with which to make 
sense of what has happened to them (Kitzinger, 2004; 
Wright et al., 2017). Cherry (2021) identified a range 
of factors that shaped the experiences of survivors of 
trauma in their interactions with media: the survivor’s 
prior experience with the media; encounters with 
the media in the immediate aftermath of a traumatic 
event; negative impacts of the media including 
exacerbation of trauma and misinformation; positive 
impacts of the media including journalists’ empathy 
and kindness; and advice for others. 

Popović (2022) contends that careful journalism is 
crucial in reporting on difficult and traumatic incidents 
such as child sexual abuse, while Cherry (2021) found 
media, service providers and the justice system 
needed to work more closely together in the interests 
of survivors.



Media guidelines are a well-established intervention to 
shape journalists’ reporting practices. While they alone 
cannot address the underlying power structures and 
discourses reinforced in news media reporting, they 
can offer practical resources that provide journalists 
with knowledge and perspectives about the issue and 
the impacts of their reporting. 

In Australia, representative bodies such as the Media, 
Arts and Entertainment Alliance (MEAA) and the 
Australian Press Council (APC) produce Codes 
of Ethics and reporting guides for their members. 
Individual news organisations also produce guidance 
for their staff, and the Australian Communications 
and Media Authority (ACMA) manages community 
complaints about broadcasting.

Outside of the media industries, non-government 
organisations produce guidelines and training for 
journalists on reporting on issues such as mental 
health and illness (Mindframe, 2022), gendered 
violence (OurWatch,2023), Disability (Media 
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Qualitative textual analysis
Following the analysis of the quantitative features of 
news items in our dataset, the research team closely 
read all items in the dataset to identify and analyse 
how the story was framed and the specific language 
used to tell the story of child sexual abuse. 

In addition to items sourced and sampled for the 
content analysis, online items were retrieved directly 
from news sites for the period 1 April 2020-30 June 
2021. The qualitative analysis is therefore based on 
media reporting across the full two-year period, 
including print, online and broadcast media from 1 
April 2020-30 March 2022. 

We identified stories, institutions and individuals that 
received attention and identified the news values that 
drove high-profile stories. We explored the factors 
that led to the dominance of an episodic framing 
of news about child sexual abuse, including routine 
court reporting and the prevalence of print and online 
stories about digital sharing of child sexual abuse 
material (CSAM). 

We then closely analysed the language used in news 
reporting, paying particular attention to the story’s 
headline, lead paragraph, imagery and supporting 
information. The use of problematic language was 
identified using exemplars to illustrate sensationalist, 
gratuitous, de-humanising and/or minimising 
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BROADCAST
A total of 444 news broadcast items about child 
sexual abuse were identified, including 61 radio 
broadcasts and 383 items screened on television. 
Radio items were sourced from ABC Melbourne 
only. Broadcast items were primarily delivered within 
dedicated news bulletins, but also included interviews 
and commentaries on news/infotainment programs 
(e.g., The Today Show, Studio 10, ABC Drive).

QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE 
RESULTS
To understand the main features of news about child 
sexual abuse, we coded each sampled print, online 
and broadcast news item according to type of article 
or broadcast, source for the story, the main focus or 
origin of the story including whether the news was 
in relation to historical or contemporary cases, and 
the main actors, inclusion of ‘priority’ groups, and the 
setting of where the abuse took place. 

Story type
Story type refers to different news genres and 
may include, for example, news articles/bulletins, 
interviews, features, editorials or investigative reports. 
News articles/bulletins tend to be the most common 
mode for news, with a fairly standard format for 
delivering fact-based information as accurately and 
objectively as possible. 

Other types of news genres, while incorporating 
elements of news, may be more expansive, expressive, 
interpretive or opinion based. For example, feature 
articles or investigative reports are typically longer in 
length than a standard news article, allowing for more 
creativity and interpretation. 

Results showed that across all media platforms the 
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Victims and survivors, their families and advocates 
representing child sexual abuse support agencies were 
the second most frequently interviewed, quoted or 
paraphrased source of information (23% online; 21% 
newspaper articles). 

Not surprisingly, most news reports that drew on 
the perspective of victims and survivors, families or 
advocates through direct quotes or interviews were 
those in which the main source or origin of evidence, 
and the main actors in the news story, were victims 
and survivors of child sexual abuse.

Historical or contemporary abuse
Historical cases/crimes of child sexual abuse made up 
the majority of broadcast news (70%), with a lower 
proportion of historical cases/crimes reported online 
(58%) or in print media (44%). 

The high proportion of reporting about historical 
child sexual abuse in broadcast media may reflect the 
prominence of a small number of stories concerning 
child sexual abuse by high profile international 
individuals covered in our timeframe for the broadcast 
coverage. Without these stories, coverage of child 
sexual abuse in broadcast media would have been 
minimal. 

Main actors in stories about child sexual abuse
In approximately 40% of all news pertaining to child 
sexual abuse, the main focus of the news was the 
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Newspaper articles and online news, on the other 
hand, tended to have a greater focus on local stories, 
largely in relation to child sexual abuse and the 
Catholic Church.

‘Priority’ groups in news reporting
In our sample, 10% of online and 9% of newspaper 
items were coded as being about a ‘priority group’ as 
defined by the National Strategy.  For online news, 
four reports in the sample were in relation to people 
with disability, four on culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CALD) communities, two on regional, 
rural, or remote communities, and two reports on 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

For newspapers we identified 16 stories about 
regional, rural, or remote communities, 14 about 
people with disability, six about CALD communities, 
three about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples, and one about LGBTQIA+ communities. 
Only one broadcast item was coded as about 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, which 
was a report on ABC news radio in the context of 
historical abuse and the National Redress Scheme. 

The Royal Commission final report observed that 
while Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are 
not more susceptible to child sexual abuse, they ‘were 
more likely to encounter circumstances that increased 
their risk of abuse in institutions, reduced their ability 
to disclose or report abuse and, if they did disclose 
or report, reduced their chances of receiving an 
adequate response’ (RCIRCSA Volume 3, 2017 p. 3). 

Our findings support the conclusion that the reporting 
of child sexual abuse against Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children by Australian news media is 
under-reported or ‘overshadowed’ by reporting of 
news about celebrities and other high-profile cases, 
with significant impacts on public understanding 
of child sexual abuse (Waller et al., 2020; Dreher & 
Waller, 2022; Dreher & de Souza, 2023). 

What sources of support are included in media 
reports?
Only a small proportion of media reports about child 
sexual abuse included information about where to 
seek help, advice or further information. In broadcast 
news, only 7% of news reports included such 
information. Each of these news items was broadcast 
on ABC News – most in relation to Grace Tame’s 
address to the National Press Club in February 2022. 

For print news, 9% included information about where 

to seek help, advice or further information, and 
were featured primarily in relation to stories about 
George Pell, the Catholic Church, the National 
Redress Scheme and Grace Tame. News audiences 
were directed to a range of services including generic 
support services such as Lifeline and beyondblue or 
to specific services for sexual assault and family and 
domestic violence such as 1800RESPECT. 

In comparison to broadcast and print news, online 
news platforms included help-seeking information 
about child sexual abuse in one quarter of all news 
items (25%). Three quarters of all online news that 
included help-seeking information was published 
on ABC News Online; most of these news stories 
featured a ‘pulled box’ containing the contact details 
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NEWS VALUES - THE ROLE OF HIGH-PROFILE 
NEWS STORIES IN REPORTING CHILD SEXUAL 
ABUSE
Stories about high-profile people, events and news 
reports raise the issue of child sexual abuse on the 
public agenda and generate community discussion. 
The selection and promotion of such stories is related 
to the news values, practices and sourcing practices 
of journalists. Stories about celebrity perpetrators 
can be particularly problematic as the crime of child 
sexual abuse is often treated as ‘incidental’ to the 
entertainment formula of ‘gossip and scandal’. 

Particularly for online and broadcast media, such 
stories provide an easily reproducible news item that 
is perceived more as having entertainment value than 
impacting or connecting with victims and survivors. 
From a trauma-informed approach, such reporting 
can be seen as damaging and counter-productive to 
informing public understanding of child sexual abuse. 

Examples of high-profile news stories prominent in 
media coverage from 2020-2022 included:

• Reporting of the trial and appeal of Cardinal 
George Pell on historical child sexual abuse 
crimes in April 2020. Coverage following 
the High Court decision that overturned the 
conviction of George Pell was intense and 
polarised across media outlets. Headlines and 
invited columns and features reinforced the 
divisive nature of the decision and were driven 
by the news values of prominence and conflict. 
Blanket coverage by most news outlets reflected 
the framing of Pell during the Child Abuse Royal 
Commission as symbolic of the Catholic Church’s 
failure to address systemic clerical abuse, as well 
as the significance of the High Court’s decision to 
overturn the jury’s unanimous verdict that found 
Pell guilty of child sexual abuse. 
Some news articles, editorials and opinion pieces 
condemned the legal system and other key actors 
involved, suggesting Pell supporters had been 
vindicated. Other reports powerfully conveyed 
the voices of victims, survivors, advocates 
and families, foregrounding the disbelief and 
devastation of victims and survivors of child 
sexual abuse, their families and advocates at the 
outcome and the message it sends to victims 
and survivors, which may stop them from coming 
forward and seeking justice. 

• The appointment of Grace Tame as Australian 
of the Year in 2021 received intense coverage 
and generated best-practice news reporting. 
Tame’s ongoing advocacy to raise the importance 
of prevention and informing Australians about 
the reality of child sexual abuse was a crucial 
intervention that raised the issue on the national 
agenda and amplified the voices of victims and 
survivors. Such stories raised awareness of the 
systemic nature of child sexual abuse, the abuse 
of power it constitutes, the manipulative practices 
of perpetrators and the need for education and 
cultural and structural change.

• International news in relation to child sexual 
abuse was prominent in our dataset, particularly 
in broadcast news. The majority of these stories 
were about celebrities and other high-profile 
individuals, including: 
o Civil lawsuit filed in the US by Virginia 

Guiffre against Britain’s 
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being charged, convicted or sentenced, and relying 
on police and court sources rather than victims 
and advocates. While court reporting can play an 
important role in documenting the range and extent 
of child sexual abuse crimes and at times amplify 
the victim’s story, it drives the prevalence of episodic 
reporting about specific incidents or individual cases 
that prioritise the perpetrator in the story. Typical of 
the types of news covered by court or crime reporters: 

MAN CHARGED OVER ALLEGED CHILD 
ABUSE (Newcastle Herald, 22/12/2021)

Tasmanian school staff member charged with 
dozens of child exploitation offences (ABC News 
Online, 21/09/21)

Rugby Australia executive charged with 
four child abuse picture offences amid AFP 
investigation (news.com.au, 19/09/21)

The content analysis found that the most common 
location for abuse to have taken place was online/
digital. As most news about child sexual abuse is 
sourced from the criminal justice system, this finding 
suggests the majority of crimes reported on, such as 
police raids and investigations, concern the sharing of 
child sexual abuse material (CSAM) online. 

These are likely to be court reports that drive much of 
the episodic reporting we identified in the dataset. We 
did identify some examples of thematic reporting on 
police investigations about CSAM that incorporate 
statistics and discuss the various dimensions of 
this issue, including for example, the roles and 
responsibilities of social media companies and search 
engines, and information and advice to parents about 
things they can do to ensure their children are safe 
online. 

THE POWER OF LANGUAGE AND 
IMAGERY
The language used in news stories, their headlines 
and associated imagery can impact the way a story 
is received by victims and survivors and the wider 
community. In this section we identify and analyse 
several types of problematic language across the 
dataset, paying close attention to crime reporting and 
international celebrity reporting as two sources of 
incident-driven news. 

Particular attention was given to the story’s headline, 
lead paragraph, imagery and supporting information. 
Headlines play an important role in setting the tone of 

the news and may influence the way people read and 
remember it. Problematic headlines are concerning 
given their prominence and because readers often 
may not read the story further. News editors play an 
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Clickbait is a phenomenon particularly associated 
with digital journalism, with commercial and tabloid 
journalism reliant on ‘clicks’ to drive audiences to 
their sites. Clickbait was more likely to be used in 
reports framed as episodic and arising from criminal 
justice processes (see example below). We identified 
examples where child sexual abuse was used by news 
editors to attract readers, even when the body of 
the story is well-considered and written in the public 
interest. The reverse can also occasionally be the case, 
where a headline conveys the gravity of the crime 
through evocative language, while the language used 
in the body of the article does not match this. 

For each print, online and broadcast item, coders 
identified key elements of the story related to 
sensationalism and clickbait in news reporting. These 
elements included what or who made stories about 
child sexual abuse newsworthy and the language 
used in headlines and in the body of news reports to 
characterise the problem.

Half of all online news headlines about child sexual 
abuse were classified as sensational (16%), clickbait 
(13%), or used both sensational language and clickbait 
(20%). There was a similar proportion for newspaper 
headlines with 12% classified as sensational, 23% 
clickbait and a further 20% that used both (see  
Figure 9). 

TYPES OF PROBLEMATIC LANGUAGE 
We also identified specific examples of the common 
and careless use of sensationalist, gratuitous, de 
humanising, trivialising, glamourising, masking, 
minimising, sanitising, stigmatising and victim blaming 
language. The potential impacts of such editing 
and reporting are profoundly damaging for wider 
community understanding, and may be harmful 
and retraumatising for those with lived experience. 
While all news outlets were found to use sensational 
language and clickbait in news about child sexual 
abuse, the following examples demonstrate its 
prevalence in tabloid and online news, even when 
those news outlets also feature examples of best 
practice journalism. 

Gratuitous and de-humanising language
Results showed a range of problematic language 
within news reports with sensational, emotive and 
dramatic terms used in the headline and body of news 
reports about child sexual abuse including terms such 
as ‘full depravity’, ‘notorious paedophile’, ‘horrific reign 
of abuse’, ‘reviled child molester’, ‘prolific purveyor 
of child sexual abuse images’, ‘lurid and salacious 
case’ and ‘unspeakable’. The use of such language 
confirms Kitzinger’s (2004) finding that news media 
framing of child abusers as de-humanised ‘monsters’ 
who are strangers unknown to the child, is alive in 
contemporary news reporting. Typical headline 
examples include: 

MONSTER'S VILE TEXTS (Herald Sun, 
27/7/20)

UNMASKED: Monstrous Australian paedophile 
who created the global online child porn trade 
and abused underage sex slaves in Asia - and how 
he was finally caught after 20-year worldwide 
manh
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and

“They face a string of charges involving child 
rape and the possession and sharing of images.”

Similarly, referring to the charges against the same 
two men, The Canberra Times (‘Online child abuse 
spikes in lockdown’, 7/6/20) referred to the following:

“A 26-year-old man was charged with two counts 
of raping a child under the age of 10 years and 
a 21-year-old man was charged with six counts 
of raping a child under the age of 10 years in the 
NSW towns of Kendall and Old Bar.”

However, several other news outlets used the 
language of ‘sex’ or ‘sexual intercourse’ in reporting on 
this child sexual abuse network. One story referenced 
the legal name of the offence in NSW, reporting that 
one of the men was charged with “six counts of sexual 
intercourse with a child under 10” (‘Arrests made over 
alleged child sex abuse ring’, Sydney Morning Herald, 
6/6/20); others referred to “counts of sex with a 
child under 10” (‘Paedophile ring smashed’, Adelaide 
Advertiser, 6/6/20; ‘Nation's biggest mob of sickos’, 
Daily Telegraph, 6/6/20; ‘William's town at centre of 
pedo ring’, Courier Mail, 6/6/20; ‘Paedo ring in Tyrrell 
township’, Herald Sun, 6/6/20).

It is important to note that the advocacy of victim 
and survivor advocates, particularly the Grace 
Tame Foundation, has driven progressive legislative 
amendments across jurisdictions to remove this sort of 
language from the statutes. 

Even if this is the name of an offence under the 
law, journalists and their editors can exercise some 
discretion, and should always make it clear through 
punctuation that it is the offence name.
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A Daily Mail story from February 2022 (‘Female 
Louisiana teacher, 36, pleads guilty to giving her 
junior high school students cupcakes laced with her 
husband's SPERM: Couple faces 150 sex-crimes 
charges for abusing children’) had a current story with 
an image about a woman’s breasts being groped by a 
monkey. While this story and image may have been 
published for its perceived humour, its proximity to a 
story about child sexual abuse does not accord with a 
trauma-informed approach to reporting. 

Videos are used on a site so a reader can access more 
information to have a deeper understanding of a 
story. news.com often includes a visual element, either 
a developed video to provide further background or a 
news broadcast from Sky News and there is typically 
an advertisement before the video starts. 

However, in a similar way to other online elements, 







32 Media reporting of child sexual abuse in Australia: 2020-22: Research Report

Historical abuse in orphanages and Out of Home 
Care settings
An outstanding example of thematic, historically 
contextualised reporting that addressed the wider 
social impacts of child sexual abuse in institutional 
settings was Charlotte King’s investigatory piece for 
ABC Background Briefing (radio and online). 

The memo that erased a scandal (ABC 
Background Briefing, 24/4/2021)

Over several years King investigated the case of 
abuse by Hylton Sedgeman against children who were 
wards of the state at the Ballarat Orphanage. Actions 
by the local police meant that despite children 
declaring their abuse to the local authorities the case 
had been buried for half a century.

King told the story from the victim and survivors’ 
perspectives while revealing the wider issues of 
Australia’s past treatment of children in out of home 
care settings. She was awarded a Melbourne Press 
Club Quill Award for the piece.  

Sports coaches and institutions 
Beyond clergy sexual abuse, we also identified more 
feature length reports focusing on the experiences of 
victims of coaches or family members, for example. 

My pseudo father, my coach, my abuser (
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The item is impressive in its sensitive treatment 
of the topic and inclusion of factual information 
from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, but, like 
most broadcast items, it did not include helpline 
information. 

The Australian newspaper also published several 
powerful articles by Virginia Tapscott during the 
study’s timeframe. For example:

My sister was abused. So was I. She's dead. I'm 
speaking up (19/9/20)

These powerful accounts cast light on the prevalence 
of child sexual abuse within families, which has 
tended to receive relatively little attention when 
compared to the abuse of children within institutions 
or by perpetrators who are not known to the victim. 
This is a feature length (2,853 word) account of her 
experience of being a victim of sexual abuse by her 
step-grandfather. She wrote about her sister who was 
also a victim and died of an accidental drug overdose 
in June:

“Please say her name. I need to tell this story, 
in all its shocking ugliness, to elicit a reaction. I 
want people to say my dead sister's name and to 
openly reject the whole spectrum of predatory 
sexual behaviours. […]

In doing this, we destigmatise the victim and 
cultivate a culture where talking openly about 
sexual abuse becomes acceptable.”

This article included details for 1800RESPECT, 
Lifeline and the Our Watch website. 

In another feature article headlined ‘Child sex abuse 
rife in the family’ (Hobart Mercury, 27/11/20) Blue 
Knot Foundation founder and long-term advocate 
of the trauma-informed approach, Cathy Kezelman 
emphasised the statistics on child sexual abuse 
within families or where the perpetrator is known 
to the victim. She described the many and varied 
impacts of child sexual abuse but promoted optimism 
Referencing the Child Abuse Royal Commission, 
Kezelman wrote: 



34 Media reporting of child sexual abuse in Australia: 2020-22: Research Report

In an op-ed piece on the same day, Nina Funnell 
reported that the law makes it “a crime for all rape and 
sexual assault victims to tell their stories under their 
real names, once a guilty verdict is in place” (‘Gag law 
on sex assault victims a crushing blow’, 
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First Nations survivors
Our analyses reinforce that First Nations survivors of 
child sexual abuse are routinely ignored in news media 
reporting. At worst, child sexual abuse is weaponised 
against First Nations communities, which can be 
blamed for the abuse of Indigenous children in a way 
that news media does not blame the whole community 
for the abuse of non-Indigenous children. 

In a rare example of Indigenous-led reporting, The 
Australian (26/9/20) published a detailed feature 
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6. INSIGHTS AND CONCLUSIONS
This report has provided a comprehensive analysis 
of contemporary Australian news reporting on child 
sexual abuse, underpinned by a review of international 
literature. 
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Digital media has also opened up new forms of 
thematic journalism for new audiences. A key example 
is survivor-driven campaigning journalism. While 
not all survivor advocacy gets picked up, media 
campaigns that focus on a particular individual’s 
experience can be used to shine a light on the need 
for legislative change or uncover injustice. 

Inversely, campaigning journalism can also be used 
to push particular political agendas that may not be 
beneficial to victims and survivors of child abuse 
in marginalised settings. Ultimately, the dramatic 
reduction in the number of journalists employed by 
news organisations will continue to affect the volume 
and depth of the stories told. 

We noted an ‘overshadowing’ effect (Waller et al., 
2020) whereby there was significant over reporting 
and sensationalising of some high-profile issues and 
individuals, compared to crimes committed against 
children in disadvantaged or marginalised settings. 
The under-reporting of some issues and the over-
reporting and sensationalising of others, particularly 
in light of the media’s emphasis on already powerful 
individuals and institutions, is profound.  

When a crime is committed by a powerful individual 
it is seen to be more consequential than a crime 
committed within a family or among children in, 
for example, a disability setting. This, of course, is 
not the case, and the emphasis on political ‘scandal’ 
further diminishes the opportunity to increase public 
understanding. 

The emphasis on high profile cases and international 
celebrity reporting is a significant, distorting and 
potentially damaging factor in community discussion 
of child sexual abuse. The ‘incidental’ reporting of 
cases of alleged or proven child sexual abuse by high-
profile individuals overseas is often treated without 
the care and respect given to local cases that might 
be seen to impact on Australian adults and children. 
This form of reporting distorts and undermines public 
discussion of child sexual abuse.
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Compared to their use in news about other related 
issues such as suicide and mental illness, the use of 
helplines and referrals to support services is not widely 
used for child sexual abuse. An exception was ABC 
Online where it is routine practice, and Ballarat’s The 
Courier, which has developed a practice of including 
relevant local services in their news stories. 

This reflects, but does not excuse, the space 
constraints of print, radio and online formats, and the 
shift to digital provides an opportunity for editors to 
be trained to make the considered inclusion of support 
services and helplines a standard part of reporting on 
child sexual abuse.

The Courier’s reporting is exemplary of what 
McCallum, Waller and Myers (2023) have described 
as ‘proximal witnessing’, where the local media not only 
reports on and reveals past events to its audience but 
walks with the local community through its reckoning 
and recovery. News organisations that remain close to 
their communities are more likely to provide localised 
and relevant support advice. 

The reporting of child sexual abuse is a ‘story like no 
other’. The challenge identified in this report is to 
maintain community discussion, and break taboos 
and silences while finding constructive ways of talking 
about the issue of child sexual abuse. 

We have found that while child sexual abuse is a 
relatively prominent topic of news coverage, when 
we do talk about it, thematic reporting is drowned by 
gossip, gratuitous, incidental report, and language, or 
trivialised through the reporting of celebrities at the 
expense of thematic reporting that considers the wider 
contexts, policies, evidence and causes. 

Child sexual abuse should not be used as a form of 
‘clickbait’ to attract readers, even when the body of 
the story is well considered and written in the public 
interest. While journalists and editors may be repeating 
the language that is used to describe the nature of 
offences and charges in the law, they have discretion 
in their lexical choices. The potential impacts of such 
editing are profoundly damaging for wider community 
understanding, and may be harmful and retraumatising 
for those with lived experience. 

Importantly, we believe that media guidelines are 
not the answer to the structural, societal issues that 
emanate from the prevalence of child sexual abuse 
in Australian society. They must be part of a broader 
program of policy, legislation and social practice to 
support and educate the community to eradicate child 
sexual abuse.
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This report makes a range of recommendations for 
media professionals reporting on child sexual abuse 
and for victims and survivors in their interactions 
with the media. Our aim is to provide an evidence 
base that will encourage best practice reporting that 
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APPENDIX 2: CONTENT ANALYSIS CODING FRAME

TABLE 2: Metadata (iSentia)

CODE DESCRIPTOR

Date of publication Date story first published/republished

Media type Newspaper, online, TV etc

Location of media State and town

Media outlet Name of publication/program

Headline Main headline

Author/presenter Story author

Duration or length Duration of item for TV; length for online and newspaper

TABLE 3: Content specific data

CODE
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CODE DESCRIPTOR DEFINITION/
EXPLANATION

MENU TYPE DROP DOWN 
MENU 

CATEGORIES

Other main 
actor

Actor not listed in the drop-
down menu above. This should 
be recorded as ‘other’

Free text 
(Optional)

Secondary actor Victim/survivor, 
survivor 
organisation; 
perpetrator; 
perpetrator 
organisation; 
government; courts; 
family; other

What/who is the secondary 
focus of the story?

Drop down 
(Select one)

Victim/survivor
Perpetrator
Survivor’s Family
Survivor support 
organisation
Perpetrator 
organisation
Government
Courts
Police
Other

Main actor is 
priority group

Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander 
peoples; culturally 
and linguistically 
diverse (CALD) 
communities; people 
with a disability; 
LGBTQIA+ people; 
people living in 
regional and remote 
communities

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander includes First Nations, 
Indigenous. Only choose an 
option if priority group is clearly 
specified in the article/piece

Drop Down 
(Select one)

None of these/not 
specified
Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander 
peoples
Culturally and 
linguistically 
diverse (CALD) 
communities
People with a 
disability
LGBTQIA+ people
People living in 
regional and remote 
communities

Time of abuse Historic; 
contemporary; both

Historical = crime that took 
place > five years ago, even if 
about contemporary legal case; 
Contemporary = cases where 
the crime took place < five years 
ago; ‘both’ =stories of past and 
ongoing abuse (particularly in 
institutions)

Drop down 
(Select one)

Story origin - 
first

Courts; government; 
parliament; survivor 
organisation; 
journalist; police; 
report; government 
inquiry; other

The main source or origin of 
evidence for the journalists’ story 
ie was it a survivor’s story? The 
release of a government report? 
Police conviction or court case? 
Victim/survivor story refers to a 
story written by the survivor or 
survivor organisation, rather than 
a story featured in a journalists’ 
investigation (eg opinion piece 
by Grace Tame)

Drop down 
(Select one)

Courts
Police
Government or 
parliament
Government or 
parliamentary report 
or inquiry
Journalist’s 
investigation
Victim/survivor 
Other
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CODE DESCRIPTOR DEFINITION/
EXPLANATION

MENU TYPE DROP DOWN 
MENU 

CATEGORIES

Story origin – 
second

Courts; government; 
parliament; survivor 
organisation; 
journalist; police; 
report; government 
inquiry; other

The main source or origin 
of evidence for the story ie 
journalists’ investigation into a 
survivor’s story, the release of 
a government report, police 
conviction or court case

Drop down 
(Select one)

Courts
Police
Government or 
parliament (other 
than release of 
report)
Government or 
parliamentary report 
or inquiry
Journalist’s 
investigation
Victim/survivor story
Other

Institution – 
first named

School; home; 
religious; defence; 
health; sport; 
Out of Home 
Care (OOHC); 
justice; community 
organisation; 
arts; university; 
international; 
government; other

Where the abuse took place. 
Justice covers police, courts 
and prisons; Government = 
government department but 
excludes health and defence; 
Justice covers police, courts and 
prisons; Parliament or political 
includes Parliament House and 
political parties/organisations
Health includes hospitals, 
psychiatric or disability service
Community organisations 
include NFP, NGO, charity 
etc but excludes religious 
organisations
OOHC refers to orphanage, 
foster care; International includes 
child trafficking

Drop down 
(Select one)

School
Home
Religious
Government 
Parliament or 
political
Defence
Health
Sport
Out of Home Care 
(OOHC)
Justice
Community 
organisation
Arts organisation
University
Online
International
Other

Institution - 
second named

School; home; 
religious; defence; 
health; sport; 
Out of Home 
Care (OOHC); 
justice; community 
organisation; 
arts; university; 
international; 
government; other

Where the abuse took place. 
Justice covers police, courts 
and prisons; Government = 
government department but 
excludes health and defence; 
Justice covers police, courts and 
prisons; Parliament or political 
includes Parliament House and 
political parties/organisations
Health includes hospitals, 
psychiatric or disability service
Community organisations 
include NFP, NGO, charity 
etc but excludes religious 
organisations
OOHC refers to orphanage, 
foster care; International includes 
child trafficking

Drop down 
(Select one)

School
Home
Religious
Government 
Parliament or 
political
Defence
Health
Sport
Out of Home Care 
(OOHC)
Justice
Community 
organisation
Arts organisation
University
Online
International
Other
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CODE DESCRIPTOR DEFINITION/
EXPLANATION

MENU TYPE DROP DOWN 
MENU 

CATEGORIES

Sources quoted 
or paraphrased 
– first source

Victim/survivor, 
survivor 
organisation; 
perpetrator; 
perpetrator 
organisation; 
government; courts; 
family; other

First person interviewed or 
quoted in the story

Drop down 
(Select one)

Victim/survivor
Survivor organisation
Perpetrator
Perpetrator 
organisation
Lawyer for 
perpetrator
Lawyer for victim/
survivor
Police
Government
Courts
Family
Other

Sources quoted 
or paraphrased 

– second source

Victim/survivor, 
survivor 
organisation; 
perpetrator; 
perpetrator 
organisation; 
government; courts; 
family; other

Second person interviewed or 
quoted in the story

Drop down 
(Select one)

Victim/survivor
Survivor organisation
Perpetrator
Perpetrator 
organisation
Lawyer for 
perpetrator
Lawyer for victim/
survivor
Police
Government
Courts
Family
Other

Perpetrator Teacher; religious; 
celebrity; family; 
coach; community 
leader; supervisor; 
carer; other

Teacher includes school leader 
or principal; community leader 
excludes religious; supervisor 
refers to employer or boss

Drop down 
(Select one)

Teacher
Religious
Celebrity
Family
Coach
Community leader
Supervisor
Carer
Other

Other 
Perpetrator

Other perpetrator 
not listed

Perpetrator not listed in the 
drop-down menu above. This 
should be recorded as ‘other’

Free text 
(optional)

Victim named Victim named Drop down 
(Select one)

Yes
No

Perpetrator 
named

Perpetrator named Drop down 
(Select one)

Yes
No

Nature of 
reporting

Issue based or 
thematic

Episodic = Story about a specific 
case (eg court case; inquiry 
evidence; celebrity) 
Thematic = Story about systemic 
issues relating to child sexual 
abuse, policy, societal issues

Drop down 
(Select one)

Episodic
Thematic
Both
Unclear
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Reporting on Child Sexual Abuse: Guidance for Media 
and Engaging with Media about Child Sexual Abuse: 
For Victims and Survivors are available online at    
www.childsafety.gov.au/mediaguides


