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Abstract

Most drategies to prevent child sexua abuse rely on thergpeutic work with abusers or direct
work with children training them to recognise and res st molestation. However, many
authors, activigts and professonds in this field assert the need to challenge broader socia
atitudes towards sexudity and violence. 1n 1992 an attempt a such an intervention was
employed by Edinburgh Digtrict Council in their 'Zero Tolerance Campaign’. Thiswasa
public awareness campaign which aimed to increase peopl€e's understanding of the extent
and nature of  violence against women and girls and to emphasise that such crimes should
not be tolerated. Through chalenging misconceptions, encouraging public discusson and
focusing on Strategies to prevent such crimes, the campaign organisers hoped to transform
the socid climate which is conducive to the abuse of women at any age. Thisarticle
explores public response to the Zero Tolerance Campaign and, in particular, focuses on
reactions to the two advertisements which addressed the sexud abuse of girls.

i. Introduction

Child sexud abuse prevention has become synonymous with education programs for the
potentid victims. 'Prevention programs amed at children are used in every Saein the
USA, aswel as many parts of Britain (Trudel & Whétley, 1988). They have becomea
multimilliondollar industry and are the subject of an extensive literature (deY oung, 1988).
Less attention has been paid to preventing sexua abuse in other ways such as chalenging
generd public attitudes or attempting to change the socid structures which facilitate abuse
(seeKitzinger & Skidmore, in press). Thisisin spite of the fact that professionds, activists
and researchersin thisfidd continually note the importance of the broader socid context of
abuse, informing readers that: 'sexua abuse of children is an inherent condition of our
society' (Miller-Perrin,C & Wurtele, 1988) or that 'the red battle lies in making fundamenta
changesin a society that adlows and even encourages child sexua abuse' (DeY oung, 1988
pl1l). Yetitisprecisdy thisareawhich is under-therorised and under-explored within the
maingtream literature and prevention initiatives. A comprehensive review of articles about
prevention concludes that athough concern about the societal structure and political
framework 'crops up in every review of thisnaure|[...] These are proposas only, not
accompanied by specific recommendations or trids (Hefer, 1982) Although thisreview
was published in 1982 the Stuation remains very smilar in the 1990s. The books and
articles about 'prevention’ often end with an dmost ritua genuflection in the direction of the
changes needed in 'society at large but thisisrardy the main focus of attention (Murray &
Gough, 1991; Finkelhor, D & Strapko, 1988; Conte & Fogarty, 1988; Tharinger et d
1988). As Conte and his colleagues point out: "While many prevention professonds



recognise that fundamenta change in power rdaionshipsin families and in society from a
sexig to egditarian didtribution will be necessary to prevent sexud victimisaion, not enough
has been doneto link palitical and culturd life and sexud victimisation.' (cited in Tharinger et
a. 1988).

The Zero Tolerance campaign is an exception to thisrule. Itisthefirst maor advertisng
campaign in Britain with the stated aim of attempting to challenge socid attitudes towards
physica and sexud assaults againgt women and girls. The Zero Tolerance campaignisa
public avareness initiative which gtarts from the premise that intervening againgt sexuad
violence, including child sexud abuse, depends, at least in part, on addressng prevailing
socid attitudes: people's ability to believe that it happens, their refusd to tolerate such abuse
and their willingnessto act on their suspicions. The campaign  aso draws on the perception
that sexud abuseisa "problem of masculine sexudity' (Smart, 1989, 50). Most
perpetrators of sexua assault are male and there are links between the socid construction
of mae sexudity and the potentid for abusve behaviour (Domindli, 1986; Finkelhor, 1982;
Hearn, 1988; Hollway, 1981; Kdly, 1988). The campaign explicitly addresses child sexud
abuse asacrime of mde violence and draws links between the various abuses perpetrated
againg women and girls throughout their lives.

The Zero Tolerance campaign was developed by Edinburgh Digtrict Council Women's
Committee in consultation with groups working with victimg/survivors of domegtic violence
and sexud assault and drew on research into initiatives undertaken in other countries,
especialy Canada (see Westmount Research Consultants Inc, 1992).  Part of the
campaign involved four poster advertisements, two of which concerned sexud violence
agang girlsand are shown below [see Fig 1 & 2]. The advertisements were displayed on
billboards throughout Edinburgh aswell asin indoor Sites such as public houses, libraries,
and sportscentres.  [INSERT FIG 1 & 2 NEAR HERE] Subsequently, other statements
were Sited on prominent placards in Edinburgh's main shopping street. These included
satements such as. '85% of rgpists are men known to the victim', 'Mde abuse of Power isa
Crime and 'No Man hasthe Right'. Theloca newspaper ran aseriesof articleson each
of the subjects addressed by the posters and, asanew and somewhat controversid
initictive, the campaign attracted the attention of the nationd British press and televison.

ii. Method

The Zero Tolerance campaign is on-going: afresh series of posters were launched in 1994,
The campaign has now also been taken up and adapted for use in many other parts of the
UK, including London (where it focuses on domestic violence and usesimages of mde
perpetrators rather than women or children). The research presented here, however, is
soley concerned with the first Sx months of the origind  Zero Tolerance initiative in
Edinburgh. The evauation was concerned with people's acceptance of, and belief in, the
campaign messages and their reactions to each of the campaign satements and
advertissments. It explored questions such as. had they discussed the campaign with
anyone, had it made them think about the subject and had it dtered their opinion about
anything? The research was carried out usng acombination of a street survey and focus
group discussions.



The dreet survey: The questionnaire sudy was a Ste-pecific street survey designed to
explore the opinions of a representative sample of people in Edinburgh. Questionnaires
were returned for 228 respondents and the interviewees broadly reflected the demographic
composition of Edinburgh gpart from the fact that interviews were conducted with dightly
more people under 30 than those in other age categories.

The focus group method:  Focus group methodology is away of addressing the fact that
people do not react to an advertisement, film or newspaper articlein asocid or cultura
vacuum, but frame and develop thelr understandings in interaction with others (Morgan,
1988; Kitzinger, 1994). Focus groups make use of the interaction between group members
in order to explore peoplés views and are particularly useful in providing information
about the 'meaning’ of a campaign within asocid setting. The quditative work aso dlowed
for the collection of detailed data about people's responses to each advertisement.

Whereasthe street survey respondents were selected in order to provide arepresentative
sample, the focus groups were targeted in away which would provide access to a diversity
of opinion. Thus, while the survey provides meaningful satisticd data, the group discussons
provide eucidation of particular perspectives and debates. The groups conssted of twelve
lay" groups and five 'specid interest’ groups from in and around Edinburgh and Glasgow.
Each one consisted of about 6 people. All sessions were tape-recorded. The lay groups
covered arange of demographic variables (e.g. an age range of 12-62 yearsold). They
included members of the Christian Women's Guild; ayouth group and members of the
Transport and General Workers Union. The specid interest groups al had some type of
specidist knowledge around crime, sexud violence or family conflict, abeit from some very
different perspectives. These groups included police officers, SHAKTI black women's
group, an incest survivors saf-help group, and workers in amarriage counselling service.

iii. Findings

The dreet survey findings. There was a high-level of recognition of, and support for, the
campaign. Sixty-four percent of the Street survey respondents had seen or heard something
about the campaign and 39% of these had actuadly discussed the Zero Tolerance campaign
with someone else. Seventy-nine percent of those who had noticed the campaign felt ‘very'
or 'quite pogitive about it. Just 6% described their fedlings as negative (5% 'quite’ and 1%
'very negative). Generd support for the principles behind a public avarenessinitiative was
a0 evident in the fact that dmost 80% of dl the street survey respondents agreed with the
statement that "Edinburgh isright to take the leed in drawing attention to domestic violence
and abuse’ and 72% agree that "The public as awhole do not know enough about violence
and abusg". [For afull report of the street survey see: Kitzinger & Hunt, 1994]

The focus group findings  The focus group work reveded that many of the group
participants welcomed the campaign as a demondration that Edinburgh Digtrict Council
cared about the femde citizens of the city. They fdt it was thought-provoking and were
particularly glad that the advertisements addressed men instead of smply focusing on self-
protective srategies for the potentid victims of mae violence. The campaign was identified
asausful trigger for mobilising action againgt such violence.




It was sometimes seen as inevitable that some people would react against the Zero

Tolerance materid but the campaign was welcomed for relieving survivors of the burden of

revedling the secret of widespread abuse:
"It is not because somebody is standing there saying "1 was raped as a child"
that it'sthere. If it'sjust a big picture on a billboard, then nobody's personally
responsible for bringing that up. That's kind of the burden that we leave
survivorswith... [...] nobody speaks about child abuse, except survivors, [...]
[ The campaign is] pressing everybody's button that hasn't been pressed
before. It unleashes whatever they want to bring up. [...] [The Council]
definitely deserve a round of applause for that, because they're relieving the
burden of bringing it up into every-day life from the people who are affected
by it. [Grp 10, Self-help group, f]. (Theletters'f' and 'm’ are used to indicate the
gender of the speaker).

The posters about the rape and sexud abuse of girls were identified as particularly powerful
and, in some ways, were the most widely accepted aspect of the campaign. For many
research participants the picture on the advertissment 'From 3 to 93..." was particularly
effective in bringing home the 'horror' of rape and even people who had reservations about
the Zero Tolerance initiative as awhole often said they liked this poster, partly because the
young girl and old women were clearly seen as 'innocent victims or, as one womean stated:
"They are not asking for it' [Women's Guild, f] This poster dso made them think hard about
what motivates repigs.
Rather than just a couple of columnsin a newspaper you're actually seeing an
old person and a young person and you're wondering about the sexual
attraction of these people[...] what kind of sexual gratification anybody
could get from having intercourse with a 93 year old or a 3 year old, you
know, where isthe pleasure? Isit a sexual pleasure or isit a power issue
when you've got to dominate somebody else? [ Police Officers, m].

The focus group data aso revealed some of the reasons for didiking the campaign. These
included the belief that exposing such abuse was bad for the public image of the city and
gave the wrong impression to tourists, that the advertisements might cause distress and that
they were 'scare-mongering. Further discusson of such points reveded that, athough some
people believed that  the advertisements might cause distress, no onefet that it had had that
effect on them persondly. Far from feding traumatised by the campaign, those group
participants who volunteered that they had been sexudly abused during childhood said that
the pogters actudly made them fed lessisolated. Asone survivor of abuse commented,
rather than feding that the posters were 'rubbing her noseinit': 'It's the Silence that's rubbing
our nosesin it, that common notion of "Keep it quiet”, that's shoving your nose down dl the
time' [Sdf-Hdp grp, f] Similarly, dthough some group participants suggested thet the
campaign might make people unnecessarily frightened, no one seemed to think that the
campaign had, in fact, unreasonably increased their own fearsfor their safety. However the
campaign did increase some peoples fears for ther children, dthough this was not
necessarily seen as a negative effect:

| don't want to think about anybody abusing my kids|...] The worst

nightmare | haveisinthat picture. [...] I'veleft my children in the house and



the last thing | want to think about tonight is that they might be abused. It'sa
very good advert. [ JK: Why isit good?] Becauseit terrifiesme! [JK: Why is
it good to terrify you?] If it's making me awar e that someone could abuse my
children, then that is a bloody good advert. [ Transport worker, m]|

Concern was expressed about the message that ‘husbands and 'fathers could be
responsible for abuse. Some people were worried that this would make women and children
distrust men that they knew. At the same time it was evident that most of the respondents
did not believe that anyone they knew could actudly behave in that way. They perssted in
believing that an abuser was more likely to be a stranger, dthough they Hill believed that it
was vitd to convey this basc information. As one man commented: That bit at the bottom
- 'husband, father, stranger'...That makes me feel uneasy, and anything that makes me
feel uneasy, makes me think. That'swhat's really good about it. | go to work and put
my bairnsin the nursery, what's going on in the nursery? What's going on with my
bairns? [ Transport workers, m]. In another group, three girls (dl aged about 14)
commented on the 'stranger danger' lessons that they had been taught at school and argued
that they should have been told about the possihility of incestuous assault:

f1. They should really [give that information] [...] if their father came up to them ...
f3: They'd be too scared to tell anyone what was happening.

f5: Because you love your dad and your dad loves you and you would just think that
was right and you can't go telling anyone 'cause that's right.

f1: Evenif your dad comes up to you and starts touching you or something they could
show them what they should do. [Youth Group]

Some people, however, felt that the campaign was unnecessarily antagonistic and 'sexi<t'.
They criticised the focus on femae victims of sexud assault and severa expressed surprise
that a campaign againg violence againg women should address sexud assaults againgt girls.
As one woman commented on seeing one of the pogters. 'Oh, | thought Zero Tolerance
was about something else. | thought it was about violence against women. | didn't
realise it dealt with children as well'. A point to which her colleague responded by saying:
'‘Well, they are women, women in the making.' [laughter] [ Academics, f]. Addressng
child sexud abuse as a problem for girls was seen as potentidly exclusive and undermining
for boys "l felt sorry for the boys who were left out of that' [Self-Help grp, f].
Focusing on child sexud abuse as a problem for girl-children was aso seen by some as
undermining the 'dignity’ of the problem:

'[...] it's kind of making abuse a little girlies thing. You know, there is something in
that that is kind of denying it the dignity it deserves. It is something that happensto
people and is perpetrated by people. [Grp 10, Self-help group, f]

Therewas dso agreet ded of debate within the groups about the focus on mae
perpetrators. The gender of the abuser was, according to some people, irrdevant and the
attention given to 'male abuse of power' was often seen (by both men and women) as
'insulting' and 'divisive' . In particular some men fdt that the campaign only located them
as 'potentia rapists:

It could be my little girl [...] that'sraped [...][But] I'mrejected on the same side as
therapist.[...] | want to know if there is going to be any tolerance of uswho are



prepared to do something about it or are we all going to be put on the same side of
the fence and told that we are all criminals? [ Transport workers, m|

Itis presumably, at least in part, this feding of aienation that contributed to mae
respondents to the street survey being much more likely to fed negative about the campaign
than women (12% of mae respondents reported any negative response as opposed to just
2% of women). However, the street survey showed that most men il felt positive about
the campaign and this was reflected within the group discussons. Some mde felt chalenged
by, rather than dienated from the campaign. One man, for example, commented that the
advertissments made him think about how he used power over his children: 'Every time
I've shouted at my kids |'ve sat back and thought 'how could | have done that better?'
[ Transport workers, m|; another commented: 'there's a message for every male here
[..] | don't think men can say 'this is nothing to do with me' [ Office workers, m] .
Some of these people fdt that identifying a continuum of abusive mae behaviour was an
essentid part of the campaign and thet it was quite justified for the Women's Committee to
give priority to targeting male violence:

OK, there are women who are violent towards women and children but it's not
anywhere near the same kind of percentage|[...] We are talking about violence
against women and children and it mostly comes from men so it has to be looked at.
It's not just a coincidence that it's mostly men. [ Women's Aid workers, f]

The group discussons aso suggested that the statements which some men found most
problematic - statements such as 'No man has the right' and 'Male abuse of power isa
crime - could be postively empowering for somewomen: ' [It's] like some injection of
power, that brings you courage [ ...] It setsyou on par with a man' [ Shakti women's
group, f]; 'It gives women strength [...] It's making you aware of your rightsas a
woman, you don't have to accept it, you don't have to lie back' [ Neighbours, f]; 'It lets
you know that you're a person in your own right' [ Gingerbread, f]

Another focus of people's responses to the advertisements was the nature of the statistics
that they presented. Some unease was expressed about the idea that one out of every two
girls would experience some form of abuse ‘from flashing to rape. Some people quite Smply
did not believeit. Othersfdt that defining abuse so broadly was ridiculous and mideading:
‘Maybe a father will take a wee lassie in the bath with him and wash her. [sthat
going to be classed as sexual abuse, because she's seen you naked? You know, from
theridiculous to the sublime!" [ Transport workers, f]

By contrast, other research participants were very positive about the inclusive definition of
abuse and agreed that flashing should be taken serioudy and that it was important to
understand al these behaviours as part of the same continuum. Mot significantly of dl,
regardless of whether or not they 'approved’ of this strap-line, the phrase seemed to open
the way for some people to talk about their own experiences of childhood abuse. It was
very griking that debate about the phrase 'from flashing to rape seemed to enable
research participantsto reved incidents which they had never mentioned before to the
friends, neighbours or colleaguesinthat group.  Such persond revelaions during the
course of the research sessions had an unexpected consequence. During the course of the



discussion people who had originaly rejected the statistics as exaggerated, came to accept
them. It seems that people become more likely to accept that such abuse iswidespread if
they know someone who has been assaulted or come to redlise that friends or colleagues
may have in fact been abused, but have never talked about it.

This redisation that the experience of childhood abuse may be hidden by adults, and by
children a the time, was further reinforced by the nature of the pictures on the
advertisements which showed children who appeared happy and secure. "Well, there's
domestic bliss. You know, there's kids playing in a safe environment with their dolly’;
‘A happy home, isn't it? You can imagine mum down the stairs, just about to shout up
"Tea'sready™. [ Police Officers, m; Neighbours, f]

Looking at the pictures on their own, knowing that the advertisement was part of a
campaign about violence, people often suggested that the caption must read something like
"It would be nice if all little girlsfelt thissafe' or 'Don't spoil our innocence
[Marriage Counselling Service workers, f; Neighbours, f].  They were often Sartled
by the actud caption and stated that the rather serene scenes portrayed in the pictures did
not seem to fit' with the text. Thisled some peopleto complain that the pictures were
'mideading : 'She doesn't |ook like a victim' [ Gingerbread members, f].  However this
very contrast could make these advertisements particularly thought-provoking and could
confront people with their own stereotypes about ‘the look' of an abused child: 'They look
just like an ordinary wee couple of girls - like any body's kids, and you realise
something's going to happen to them - it could happen to your kid' [ Residents, f]. This
seemed to help people to redise that anyone might be avictim of such treetment: 'It's not
necessarily obvious. | mean your friend's child could be experiencing it and you
wouldn't be able to detect it' [ Neighbours, f]. 1t dso chalenged the notion that only
working class or neglected children are abused: 'It could be someone livingin a
mansion, it could be someone living in a hovel.' [ Transport workers, m]; 'Evenif a
girl'sbrought up nice, [ ...] she can still be abused'. [ Residents, f]. Asaworker from
Women's Aids commented: The NSPCC posters always show kids that are really poor.
It's like poverty-stricken kids and I'm not denying that it happens to them but it's
always thisimage that the kids are dirty, not clean and well looked after. And I'm
glad that this image has come across now rather than these poor wee scrubby kids
[Women's Aid workers] .

i.v Conclusion

The Zero Tolerance campaign succeeded in attracting the attention and gaining the gpprova
of most of the people who were questioned in the street survey. It has also provoked
congderable public debate. Concernsthat the advertisements would causes unnecessary
distress or unreasonable fear did not seem to be redised. Although there was some
annoyance about the focus on mae violence only aminority of the population were dienated
by the materid. The campaign caused some people to reflect on their own role as adults or
men with power over children/women and helped to chalenge certain misconceptions, such
asthe ideathat you can 'tell by looking' if achild is being abused.



On its own, however, the campaign, is 'merely’ a public avareness campaign and research
participants expressed awish to see it result in concrete changes. In Edinburgh the
exisence of the campaign served as afocus for discontent about lega and policy issues and
resulted in the formation of an independent pressure group cdled 'Stand-up’, which is
pushing for legd changes. For many research participants, it isthis sort of follow-up work
whichisthevitd ingredient: 'I've decided that the campaign was a brilliant idea
[precisely | because there didnae seem like any sort of prior reference|...] If we're
starting to have it plastered all over Princes Street, then | am hopeful that people like
us, and anybody that isinterested, will start to ask questions. [...] Concerned people
will start to think "Well, where can we find out about this?' [...] I'mlooking onit asa
first step. [ Self-help group, f].

Looking on the Zero Tolerance campaign as a first sep' in attempting to challenge the socid
climate within which abuse occurs would suggest that it has been a success. Asthe
campaign is taken up and adapted in other parts of Britain it remains to be seen whether it
can achieveitslong-term ams.

* k%

A summary report or copy of the full report (describing the research asawhole) is available
from: The Zero Tolerance Campaign, Edinburgh District Council Women's Committee,
City Chambers, High S, Edinburgh EH1 1Y J
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1 Charities may, of course, experience atensgon between promoting images which attract
donations, and those which are actualy accurate. They may aso be concerned not to use
'inaccessible’ images. However, this research found that the middle-class image of the
pictures did not necessarily prevent working- class people responding to, or identifying with
the advertisements. They recognised the pictures as a stereotypical representation of a
happy home ('It could be an advert for Habitat, or insurance’) and were 'literate' in the
dominant symbolism. The issue of representing white or black children is more problematic,
for discusson see Kitzinger & Hunt, 1993.



