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CONTENT NOTE 
This document includes material about child sexual 
abuse and its portrayal in media that some people 
might find disturbing. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT AND 
THANKS
The team from the News and Media Research 
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In June 2022, the National Office for Child Safety at 
the Attorney-General’s Department commissioned 
the University of Canberra’s News & Media Research 
Centre (N&MRC) to develop evidence based media 
guides to encourage responsible reporting on child 
sexual abuse, and a companion guide for victims and 
survivors engaging with the media. 

To support the development and refinement of the 
Guides, the N&MRC research team conducted a 
multi-faceted, phased consultation program on the 
Media Guides for the Reporting of Child Sexual 
Abuse (the Guides) to ensure they were informed by 
the voices of victims and survivors, advocates, and 
media professionals.

The first two consultation phases, which ran in 
parallel with the Literature and Guideline Review and 
Media Analysis to inform development of the draft 
Guides, included over 50 participant contributions 
in workshops, meetings, individual interviews and an 
online survey. 

In the third phase of the consultation, the team sought 
stakeholder and targeted community feedback on the 
draft Guides. All participants were provided with both 
draft Guides, together with a summary of the first 
stage of research that informed their development. 
The process was based on the principles of 
collaboration, choice, empowerment and safety and 
built on the knowledge and contacts established in the 
first two phases. During this time the team held face 
to face and online workshops, small group sessions 
and individual meetings with over 100 victims and 
survivors, advocates, journalists, editors, podcasters, 
academics, and policy and research staff. 

The consultation process was iterative and responsive 
to advice and requests from victim and survivor 
advocates, policy professionals and media regarding 
format, time, place, and approach. The focus 
shifted from more structured consultation forums 
to collaborative yet structured small workshops and 
individual meetings that were gentler and more 
informal, clearly explained upfront and focused on 
simple points of feedback. All groups (except for 
more formal stakeholder meetings) were kept small to 
ensure that all voices were heard and ran between 1.5 
and 2 hours. 

What was originally planned as 10 workshops became 
28 workshops, small consultations and individual 
meetings with over 100 participants, held online and 
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or before giving full informed consent for a story to 
go ahead. The point was also made that no-one can 
really know how they will feel about their decision to 
tell their story to the media into the future. 

Media professionals expressed diverse views about 
the withdrawal of consent throughout the media 
process and late requests to take down stories, 
highlighting the diverse media policies and sometimes 
subjective treatment of these issues. 

The responsibility for the wellbeing of the victim and 
survivor post-publication was noted by some as being 
another grey area, where the journalist may often take 
on a supporting role but that the media outlet did not 
necessarily provide and pay for therapeutic support. 

EXPECTATION MANAGEMENT 
AND PREPARATION 
Informed consent aligns with the need for clarity in 
expectation management and is consistent with a 
trauma informed approach. Journalists experienced 
in reporting on child sexual abuse talked of the 
importance of being honest with victims and survivors 
upfront about the impacts of media disclosure. They 
spoke about the need for both parties - victims and 
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TAILORING AROUND DIFFERENT 
MEDIA COHORTS AND ‘ENTRY 
POINTS’
Participants emphasised that both Guides should 
acknowledge the different roles in a newsroom (i.e., 
journalists and sub-editors), and that journalists work 
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should be aware of, and to transparently discuss 
upfront at the start of any media interaction.  

It was strongly suggested that more guidance is 
needed about how journalists can, from the outset, 
set up clear parameters for engaging with victims and 
survivors in a trauma-informed and sensitive way that 
protects both parties. It was stressed that guidance is 
also needed for victims and survivors and journalists to 
reinforce the professional nature of their relationship, 
as journalists are not trained or equipped to support 
victims and survivors in a therapeutic way. 

INTERSECTIONALITY AND 
DIVERSITY 
FIRST NATIONS
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information and detail if needed. A common 
suggestion was that the principles be condensed into 
pithy, succinct points that can be distributed or pinned 
up by journalist’s desks, with the URL of the website 
where the Guides and other resources sit for more 
information if needed. It was also recognised that 
clever design will make the Guides easier to read and 
access. 

Victims and survivors also need simplicity and clarity 
in their Guide, as lengthy or wordy documents can be 
overwhelming. Many participants also identified the 
need for a ‘plain English’ version of the Guide. 

Many victims and survivors, and media, participants 
felt that some of the language and tone in the 
Victim and Survivor Guide was harsh and presented 
encounters with the media as being ‘scary’. A 
number of victims and survivors saw the Guide as 
suggesting that everything was ‘on them’ – the choice 
of interacting with the media, the preparation, the 
seeking out of help, etc. 

Media and policy representatives also thought that 
the language in the Victim and Survivor Guide 
(particularly the ‘Principles in Practice: Interview 
advice’) was setting the media interaction up to be 
adversarial, or that media were out to ‘trick’ victims 
and survivors. 

It was suggested that these sections needed to 
be framed more gently as considerations, but not 
certainties – that the Guide needs to balance the 
need for clarity and ‘hard truths’ around what is 
involved with telling your story publicly in the media 
with information on what to look for and how to 
recognise positive interactions. 

QUOTES

Both media and victims and survivors wanted the 
voices and views of participants to be a presence in 
these Guides in the spirit of peer advice, collaboration 
and support – learning from others’ experience. The 
Victim and Survivor Guide in particular needed to 
feature their voices throughout, but it was suggested 
that both media and victims and survivors’ voices are 
heard through both Guides.

IMAGERY

The choice of imagery was also raised in both media 
and victim and survivor consultations, with media 
suggesting that clear guidance on ‘Do’s and Don’ts’ 
about the choice and placement of imagery would 

be useful. Victims and survivors believed that stock 
images of scared children were damaging to victims 
and survivors and appealing to perpetrators, as were 
stock images or artwork of shadowed figures in 
doorways. Victims and survivors wanted strong images 
of other victims and survivors, where appropriate, to 
reinforce the message of resilience.  

SPECIFIC LANGUAGE SUGGESTIONS AND 
TERMINOLOGY

Views varied regarding the term ‘victims and 
survivors’, with many suggesting victim-survivors or 
victims and survivors, many suggesting neither, and 
many suggesting that the solution was simple - victims 
and survivors should always be asked how they would 
like to be referred to. 

Given the diversity of opinion it was subsequently 
decided that, for consistency, the Guides maintain 
the National Office’s position on terminology but 
encourage journalists to ask victims and survivors 
how they would like to be referred to, and victims and 
survivors to clarify this upfront.  

The table on language ‘do’s and don’ts’ was universally 
well received (with some detailed feedback about 
terms). Victims and survivors also noted that 
perpetrators were often written about in “positive, 
praising language” in the media, lauding them as 
good people whose actions were one-off incidents 
that were out of character. This, combined with 
language and framing that victim-blames, was 
particularly traumatising. Victims and survivors wanted 
perpetrators to be termed as convicted criminals or 
child sexual abusers, not valorised or presented as 
‘pillars of the community’. 

TOPICS TO BE EXPANDED
COURT REPORTING

The Media Analysis conducted for the Media Guides 
Project highlighted that 38% news stories were 
sourced from the criminal justice system or legal 
proceedings. Participants noted that there are a range 
of complexities that are unique to court reporting, 
and unique to a victim and survivor’s experiences 
in court, indicating that a separate section on court 
appearances and court reporting was warranted. 
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ADVOCACY VS FAIR AND BALANCED 
JOURNALISTIC PRACTICE

The consultations revealed the tensions between 
the requirements for standard journalistic practice 
versus the victims and survivor’s desire for advocacy 
and some degree of agency over the media process. 
These manifest in interactions such as negotiations 
over approval of quotes, review of stories before 
release, and use of interview, images or angle of the 
story, and can result in mismanaged expectations, re-
traumatisation, or withdrawal of consent. 

Feedback in the consultations suggested that these 
tensions are resolved on a case-by-case basis, 
with journalists using their experience, judgement, 
influence with their editors, and their own sense of 
ethics to navigate the sometimes competing needs 
of victims and survivors and those of managing 
editors and media owners. It must be noted that the 
experiences of newsroom journalists were different to 
advocacy journalists, who had developed their own 
protocols and worked collaboratively on stories with 
victims and survivors.

No guides can resolve these tensions; they can only 
provide tools and advice to help victims and survivors 
and journalists navigate this territory. 

SIMPLE GUIDES FOR COMPLEX REPORTING

Reporting on child sexual abuse is an important, 
challenging and complex space but any guides, if they 
are to be useful, need to be simple and concise. 

Media raised a range of issues around the nuance 	
and sensitivity required in reporting on child sexual 
abuse, from setting up personal and professional 
boundaries to liaising with victims and survivors 
sensitively around anonymity or identification, the 
nature of disclosure, legal ramifications and other 
issues discussed in this report. 

The complexity noted by media was not restricted 
to ensuring sensitive and responsive interactions with 
victims and survivors. It included recognising that 
victims and survivors do not all speak with one voice; 
that they are all different, with different experiences, 
and different goals for engaging with the media. 
There are also, political, ethical, legal and policy 
domains that need to be considered. 

A small number of journalists were concerned that 
if publicly released guides were too onerous or 
demanding, this might have a ‘chilling’ effect, resulting 

in the coverage of fewer child sexual abuse cases. 
Reasons for this included that journalists might be 
deterred because they perceived the Guides to be 
too detailed and they didn’t have the time to read or 
remember them, or they feared they would be the 
focus of a social media ‘pile-on’ if they didn’t get it 
right, or that victims and survivors would be damaged 
in the reporting process. 

CITIZEN JOURNALISM AND SOCIAL MEDIA

Social media was a consistent theme throughout 
the consultations. Social media resulting from public 
disclosures through traditional media for victims 
and survivors could result in ugly responses, spinoffs 
into other media outlets with different takes on the 
story, or numerous disclosures from other victims and y pcadsl/P <</i,ftE <</Lang (en-US)/MCID 1093 >>BDC 
BTE.712 Tm
r nL7bs co764 714.(ed bs1ia3o 764 9fw)10 (as a consistent thems(viv)5 (ors do not all speak with oi6..S)/MCID 1112 >>BDC 
BT
5 56neetmedia for victims )]TJ
ET
EMC 
/P <</Lang  
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FEEDBACK ON DELIVERY AND 
ONGOING SUPPORT 
Nearly all consultation participants emphasised that 
they wanted the Guides released in mid-2023 to be 
the first iteration, and that these be refined over time. 
They stressed that to be effective, the Guides should 
be flagship resources that will evolve as they are used, 
couched in a long-term and multi-faceted program 
of stakeholder engagement, communication and 
awareness, industry and community education and 
training, and monitoring and evaluation. 

We conclude that the Guides on their own, distributed 
as a one-off through intermediaries, will be insufficient 
to affect change in reporting on child sexual abuse 
and to improve the experiences and outcomes for 
victims and survivors engaging with media. 

Outlined below are suggested approaches and 
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These resources should be in a range of accessible 
formats such as short videos, infographics and links to 
related information.  

VICTIM AND SURVIVOR GUIDE SUPPORT 
AND DELIVERY

Provision of media liaison support and training for 
victim survivors
The absence of media training and support, or 
supported storytelling, for victims and survivors was 
raised consistently throughout the consultations. The 
development of these guides opens the door for a 
corollary service to fill this gap by contextualising 
the guides for victims and survivors and providing 
practical support and advice, but also providing 
training for advocates, advocacy organisations, public 
relations agencies or media relations specialists who 
may want to provide pro bono assistance. This service 
could link organisations who are already working in 
this space, and also auspice a peer mentor network of 
media savvy victims and survivors who could provide 
advice and support to others. 

Pre-service training for child sexual abuse service 
providers
Victims and survivors noted that the Victim and 
Survivor Guide could be promoted through training 
modules and a supported educational program for 
psychology, social work and counselling educators in 
the higher education sector, based on the successful 
Mindframe model. 

Communication and promotion to all audiences
Participants emphasised that a longer-term 
communication strategy to support the ongoing 
promotion of the Guides is needed beyond the launch 
and initial dissemination. This should include reaching 
a variety of audiences including culturally and 
linguistically diverse people, people with disabilities, 
youth and older people. 

As previously noted in this report there can be 
cultural sensitivity around child sexual abuse in First 
Nations communities, and as a result this consultation 
process did not hold specific engagements with these 
communities. Stakeholder feedback strongly suggests 
that a targeted and culturally safe consultation 
process is undertaken by a First Nations body, and 
that feedback is incorporated into a tailored version of 
the Guides that is designed by and for First Nations 
communities. 

Dissemination (hardcopy and web URL)
Participants recommended distribution of victim and 
survivor Guide via: 

•	 Journalists,
•	 Sexual assault and child sexual abuse support 

services
•	 Directors of Public Prosecution (DPPs), 
•	 Victims of Crime Liaison Officers,
•	 Court Media Liaison Officers,
•	 Medicare offices, Social Security offices,
•	 Doctors surgeries,
•	 Mental health youth organisations.
They also recommended distribution of both 
Guides via key stakeholders, sexual assault and child 
sexual abuse advocacy organisations nationwide, 
Community Legal Centres, Legal Aid, and legal firms 
such as knowmore.  

GUIDES SUPPORT AND DELIVERY

Media Advisory Group
It was noted by media that Guides such as these 
should be presented as a useful resource to support 
good reporting – not as a prescriptive dictate - if they 
are to be adopted. They also need to be socialised 
well with journalists and editors, reflect as well as 
guide good practice and involve media throughout 
all iterations, and through associated development 
and education, through a mechanism such as a Media 
Advisory Group. 

The Mindframe model - Pre-service and in-service 
training, monitoring and support
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Media champions and mentors
Some journalists involved in the consultation 
phase suggested that they would be open to being 
advocates for the Guides in their news organisations. 
Many suggested that identifying journalists in 
newsrooms who are familiar with the guides and with 
reporting of child sexual abuse could act as champions 
in newsrooms, supporting younger journalists and 
being a point of contact for the national entity. It 
was also mentioned that it would be useful to have a 
peer network or community of practice for journalists 
reporting in this space. 

Best practice, award and reward schemes
It was consistently raised through the consultation 
that the promotion and rewarding of best practice 
for media would be useful. Suggestions include: 
development of best practice case studies for the 
program website; inclusion of best practice reporting 
on child sexual abuse categories in existing awards 
schemes; and curation, public acknowledgment and 
promotion of good in reporting on child sexual abuse. 

Dissemination
Participants recommended distribution of the Guides 
through managing editors, editors, newsroom 
champions and court and crime reporters, and related 
advocacy and peak bodies such as Mindframe, the 



17Media Guides for the Reporting of Child Sexual Abuse: Consultation Summary



18 Media Guides for the Reporting of Child Sexual Abuse: Consultation Summary

MEDIA GUIDES FOR THE 


