
Childline 
by John Madeley 

W hen a television pro
gramme called " Child
watch" was shown in the 

United Kingdom in October 1986, a 
problem was uncovered that was 
far worse than anyone had expect
ed. The programme asked children 
who had been victims of sexual 
abuse to telephone a number that 
was given on the screen. 

" We expected to be answering 
about 500 to 800 calls a day ," said 
Mr Paul Griffiths, director of 
Childline, an organization set up to 
help children who had been abused 
and were afraid to report what had 
happened to them. Within two days 
of " Childwatch " being screened, 
more than 10,000 British children 
rang up to ask for help. A horrific 
picture emerged, that of "a secret 
nightmare world, shared by mil
lions of young· people ," says 
Griffiths. 

A team of seven telephone coun
sellors was quickly expanded to 22, 
whilst some 200 volunteers formed 
a back-up team. Over 90 per cent 
of the children who rang did not 
want to give their name; it was a 
relief for them to talk with someone 
about it and to receive help and 
guidance over the phone on how to 
handle the problem. 

"The most important thing is to 
listen," says Griffiths. "We might 
suggest we put them in touch with a 
caring organization near to them, 
but there is a great gulf between 
most of the children ' and official 
services, often because they are 
afraid that the person who violated 
them might be sent to prison. If we 
are frightened that their lives might 
be at risk we tell them who they can 
see in their area and ask them if we 
can make an appointment for 
them. " He believes that much can 
be done in the schools to alert chil
dren to the dangers of sexual abuse. 

Childline is the world's first 
national free-phone service for 
abused children-although the idea 
behind it is not new. Telephone 
helpline services for children exist 
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in Australia , the Federal Republic 
of Germany, the Netherlands , New 
Zealand, Sweden and the United 
States. These services have met an 
enormous need and revealed grim 
facts about the extent of sexual 
abuse of children . They have shown 
that children will talk about sexual 
abuse if they can remain 
anonymous. 

A recent survey in Britain , car
ried out by an experienced opinion 

The First International Confer
ence on Incest, held in Zurich, 
Switzerland, last August, was 
told that there might be as 
many as 40,000 cases of 
sexually abused children in 
Switzerland, but in 1986 only 
four offenders were convicted. 
Dr Genevieve Piret of Geneva, 
herself a victim of abuse, com
mented : "We want to find a 
way of developing solidarity 
towards child victims. We 
want better justice combined 
with therapy applicable both 
to the abuser and to the 
abused." 

poll group, estimated that one in 
ten British adults were sexually 
abused as children. Other studies of 
western countries suggest that the 
figure could be higher. Professor 
Ihsan Dogramaci of Turkey, 
Executive Director of the Interna
tional Pediatric Association, told a 
conference on battered children 
and child abuse at Berne , Switzer
land , in December 1985 that , in a 
sample of 930 women in San Fran
cisco , "16 per cent reported at least 
one experience of inter-familial 
abuse before the age of 18. Extra
familial abuses were even more fre
quent , having occurred to 31 per 
cent of the women before the age 
of 18." Almost one in three young 
women were therefore victims. 

Comprehensive surveys of sexual 
abuse in developing countries have 
yet to be made , but the problem is 

unlikely to be any less serious. In 
"rural and agricultural societies, 
child abuse may be equally exten
sive, albeit not as well diagnosed or 
documented ," says the report of 
the Berne conference* (which was 
eo-sponsored by the Council for 
International Organizations of 
Medical Sciences and WHO). It 
adds: "Hospital data on so-called 
accidental injuries that are also 
attributable to wilful abuse indicate 
that the problem may be equally 
serious in developing countries." 

In poorer societies, child abuse is 
compounded by juvenile prostitu
tion . In a number of Asian coun
tries , children- both boys and girls 
and sometimes as young as nine 
years old-are forced to work as 
prostitutes to bring additional in
come into the family home. The 
growth of international tourism has 
exacerbated this problem. Harsh 
economic exploitation of children 
was common in Europe's industrial 
revolution in the 18th and 19th cen
turies , when children as young as 
five years old were made to sweep 
chimneys, work in cotton mills and 
go down coal mines . But public 
revulsion led eventually to such 
abuses being outlawed. 

Few historical surveys have been 
done on sexual abuse, but the ex
tent of the problem is now better 
known and there is growing aware
ness among health workers of the 
need to develop programmes to 
overcome it. 

The London-based Child Assault 
Preventive Programme (CAPP) es
timates that in the UK 80 per cent 
of sexual assaults on children are 
committed by someone the victim 
knows- family member, friend, 
neighbour and so on. It says that 
children rarely lie about such 
abuse, unless they deny it to protect 
someone. Abused children often go 
to great lengths to prevent what 
has happened to them becoming 
known. Sometimes this is out of 
fear that what has happened was 
their fault ("children are never re
sponsible for child abuse," says 
CAPP), or because they do not 
wish to get the offender into trou
ble with the law. 

In industrialised countries there 
has been a dramatic increase in 

* " Battered Children and Child Abuse". 
Highlights and Recommendations , CIOMS/ 

WHO Conference, Berne, December 1985. 

W oRLD HEALTH, December 1987 



public awareness of the problem. 
" Childline has certainly made what 
was once a taboo subject , not to be 
talked about, into an issue on 
everyone's lips," said a recent re
port in the young people's section 
of the British Sunday newspaper 
The Observer. 

Childline keeps British children 
aware of its services by regular 
up-dates on a popular television 
programme, " That's Life ," which is 
presented by the organization's 
chairman, television personality 
Esther Rantzen. It also has over 
100,000 stickers plastered in public 
telephone booths and directories , 
schools, shops and hamburger bars. 

Paul Griffiths says that, in its first 
five months , Childline helped 
14,000 children on the phone; there 
is no face-to-face contact. Apart 
from a £50,000 grant from the UK 
government , it is funded by volun
tary donations and planned to 
spend about £2 million on helping 
children in its first year. Griffiths 
believes that the phone service 
should be free so that there is no 
charge to the children. "Every day 
over 2,000 children are ringing for 
help - but at present our lines can 
only cope with 500 calls ," he says. 
Childline is hoping to expand its 
number of lines and also develop 
" safe " places where abused chil
dren can go if they do not want to 
go to official social services. 

CAPP points to a number of 
ways in which people can tell if a 
child is being abused. A sudden 
change in school performance and 
an inability to concentrate , a per
sonality change, becoming inse
cure , a need for constant reassur
ance , lack of trust in a familiar 
adult or not wanting to be alone 
with a babysitter or child minder. 
Other behaviour signs include 
being isolated from friends, day or 
night wetting, nightmares or dis
turbed sleep, being affectionate in a 
sexual way inappropriate to the 
child's age , aggressive or unusually 
compliant behaviour, not wanting 
to be alone. 

Both prevention and treatment 
programmes are needed to tackle 
the problem, as the Berne confer
ence was advised by Dr Richard D. 
Krugman , director of the C. Henry 
Kempe National Center for the 
Prevention and Treatment of Child 
Abuse and Neglect , based in Den
ver, Colorado. Subsequently, the 
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"A horrific picture emerged, of a secret 
nightmare world, shared by millions of 
young people. " 
Photo W HO/J. Donatsch 

conference put forward a number 
of recommendations . Govern
ments , it believed, should designate 
national focal points with responsi
bility for gathering information on 
the incidence of child abuse , com
piling and disseminating technical 
documentation on the problem, 
providing advice and training mate
rials and advising all other national 
authorities on the subject. Surveys 
into child abuse should be carried 
out to serve as a basis for policy 
and action. 

It urged WHO and other agencies 
to prepare a survey of policies, laws 
and practices relating to the pre
vention of child abuse in selected 
developed and developing coun
tries. WHO should also establish a 
task force that would respond to 
requests for technical cooperation. 
And coordinating mechanisms 
should be set up at international 
level to provide a channel for an 
improved flow of information to in
crease awareness of the problems 
and ways of tackling it. 

"The global answer to child 
abuse," says Paul Griffiths, "is that 
children should have a better place 
in society. They should participate 
in decisions which affect them and 
should be treated on more equal 
terms with adults. " • 
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