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Abstract
People with pedophilia (PWP) are highly stigmatized. Public opinion is strongly pre-consolidated – it is often assumed that every
PWP commits child sex offenses. This presumption not only affects PWP negatively. Research suggests that this stigmatization
may cohere with PWP actually committing child sex offenses. Various recent studies have investigated different kinds of anti-
stigma interventions and their effectiveness. Direct contact to a PWP has not yet been investigated. The present pilot study aimed
at finding out whether a dichotomous anti-stigma intervention can change psychology students’ attitudes towards PWP regarding
perceived dangerousness, intentionality, deviance, and punitive attitudes. In a one sample pre-post design, we presented 162
students of the University of Groningen with both an educational lecture and direct contact to a PWP. Participants learned about
child sex offending and pedophilia. Then, Gabriel, a PWP shared his experiences about growing up, coping, and living with
pedophilia. Results of the one-sample Wilcoxon signed-rank test revealed significantly diminished negative attitudes towards
PWP after the intervention. Students perceived PWP as less dangerous, having less intent, and being less psychologically deviant.
Additionally, students’ punitive attitudes towards PWP diminished significantly. Also, a thematic analysis revealed that students
were highly interested in the topic of pedophilia and greatly appreciative of Gabriel sharing his story. This pilot study was the first
to provide evidence for the effectiveness of a combination of an educational lecture and direct contact to a PWP as an anti-stigma
intervention.
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The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental disorders
(now in its 5th edition, DSM-5, American Psychiatric
Association, 2013) defines pedophilia as the sexual attraction
to prepubescent children. The pedophilic disorder is defined
as the repetitive and intensive sexual attraction to prepubes-
cent children for at least six months. Additionally, sexual
urges have been acted upon or caused severe distress or inter-
personal difficulty. Thus, it is essential to note that the term
pedophilia does not necessarily imply sexual misconduct or
clinical diagnosis. To be diagnosed with pedophilic disorder,
an individual needs to have acted on these sexual urges or be
severely impaired by them.When referring to an individual as

a PWP, it is unclear whether the individual solely has a pedo-
philic interest or suffers from pedophilic disorder. In this pa-
per, the term PWP will be referring to someone experiencing
sexual attraction to prepubescent children, regardless of
whether he/she suffers from the attraction (pedophilic disor-
der) or not (sexual preference).

A person committing a child sex offense is a person who
sexually offended against a child – but not necessarily a PWP.
For instance, the first case involves a behavioral action of what
one decides to do; whereas the second case a PWP, is referring
to having an attraction to minors, but this is not voluntarily
chosen or necessarily acted upon. Accurately differentiating
between the classifications of persons who sexually offended
against children and PWP is essential for societal, clinical,
judicial, and research purposes (Feelgood & Hoyer, 2008).

The public commonly uses both terms interchangeably
(Harper, Bartels, & Hogue, 2018). Harper et al. (2018) as-
sumed that people are unaware of the differences between
the two constructs. This has severe implications. For example,
people often perceiving PWP to be dangerous (Imhoff, 2015).
If people equate persons who have sexually offended against a
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child with PWP, it follows that every PWP has sexually
offended against a child (Feelgood & Hoyer, 2008) and vice
versa. This line of thinking might partly explain why in con-
temporary society, it is socially desirable to hold punitive at-
titudes towards PWP (Imhoff, 2015). However, previous re-
search indicates that not every person who has sexually
offended against a child is a PWP (Schmidt, Mokros, &
Banse, 2013). Up to 80% of persons incarcerated for sexually
abusing a child are not PWP, nor do they suffer from pedo-
philic disorder and, therefore, do not have any sexual prefer-
ence for children at all (Seto, 2018; Walker & Panfil, 2016).

Despite this distinction between PWP and persons who
sexually offended against children, the mainstream media
commonly labels perpetrators of child sex offenses as “violent
criminal pedophiles” (Quinn, Forsyth, & Mullen-Quinn,
2004). Most people do not inform themselves explicitly about
the differences between PWP and persons who have sexually
offended against children, but rather tend to rely on the media
for information (Wurtele, 2018). Another common misunder-
standing is shown by King and Roberts (2017) who showed
that people often believe that a person who has sexually
offended against a child must be a predatory pedophile. This
is also strengthened by the media (Harper & Hogue, 2017),
which could partly explain people’s tendency to discriminate
against PWP regardless of their actual behavior (Jahnke &
Hoyer, 2013). In 2018, Jahnke tried explicitly informing par-
ticipants that a PWP has never and will never commit a sexual
offense. Nevertheless, the participants considered the PWP to
be dangerous.

This stereotypic idea of a PWP has negative consequences
for PWP and hinders effective preventive treatment programs
and, therefore, presumably puts more children at risk.
Therefore, the importance of anti-stigma interventions must
be realized and acted upon (Jahnke, Imhoff, & Hoyer,
2015a). PWP experience negative mood, reduced self-esteem,
high social isolation, distress, and loneliness (B4U-ACT,
2011; Cash, 2016). Unfortunately, instead of seeking profes-
sional help, many PWP believe that health care professionals
will treat them in a stigmatized way (Kramer, 2011), and,
therefore, refrain from seeking help.When looking at previous
studies, this belief is not that far-fetched: Stiels-Glenn (2010)
found that 95.5% of German psychotherapists were unwilling
to treat PWP. Reasons were provided, lack of sufficient train-
ing being one of them. Although not explicitly stating nega-
tive attitudes as a reason, one could assume that they have
played a role to some extent.

Further, and probably as a result of negative attitudes to-
wards PWP, people hold beliefs about PWP, such as they
should be “incarcerated” or even “better dead” (Jahnke,
Imhoff, & Hoyer, 2015a). These negative attitudes towards
PWP have been shown to exist worldwide, such as in
Germany (Imhoff, 2015; Jahnke, Imhoff, & Hoyer, 2015a;
Jahnke, Philipp, & Hoyer, 2015b; Stiels-Glenn, 2010), the

United States (Imhoff, 2015; Imhoff & Jahnke, 2018;
Jahnke, 2018a; Jahnke, Imhoff, & Hoyer, 2015a), the United
Kingdom (Feldman & Crandall, 2007; Harper & Hogue,
2015), and Russia (Koops, Turner, Jahnke, Märker, &
Briken, 2016). In light of those negative attitudes, it is not
surprising that PWP have a hard time disclosing their attrac-
tion and feel discouraged from requesting help from profes-
sionals or family and friends (Kramer, 2011; Seto, 2012).
Moreover, even if they are trying to, treatment opportunities
for PWP are hard to find (Lasher & Stinson, 2017).

According to the World Health Organization (WHO
Regional Office for Europe, 2013), approximately 150million
girls and 73 million boys worldwide experience sexual abuse
before turning 15 years of age (WHO Regional Office for
Europe, 2013). Treatment must be made available to PWP,
as this is likely to be more effective in reducing child sexual
abuse than simply ostracizing PWP until they become of-
fenders (Jahnke & Hoyer, 2013; Lasher & Stinson, 2017).

The Present Pilot Study

This pilot study was conducted with psychology students of
the University of Groningen to shed light on whether psychol-
ogy students in the Netherlands hold punitive attitudes to-
wards PWP. The only other study of this kind was conducted
in the United States and highlighted that psychology students
had negative perceptions toward PWP (Wurtele, 2018). It is
crucial to understand stigma among psychology students since
they have a higher chance of working with PWPs than other
students. Previous research also suggests that negative atti-
tudes toward PWP are not reserved for older and uneducated
people, but young and educated people share them too
(Imhoff & Jahnke, 2018; Jahnke, 2018a, b; Jahnke, Imhoff,
& Hoyer, 2015a).

The theoretical underpinning of the present pilot study is
based on the concept of attitudes and the contact hypothesis by
Allport (1954). Attitudes are referred to as psychological con-
structs that people hold and lends those people to either favor
or not favor something or someone (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993).
Contact hypothesis suggests that contact to people who be-
long to a different group will decrease stigma and promote
positive attitudes towards those people (Pettigrew, 1998). In
line with the contact hypothesis, previous research found con-
tact with a stigmatized group member was effective in reduc-
ing stigma (Corrigan, Morris, Michaels, Rafacz, & Rüsch,
2012). Regarding pedophilia, Jahnke, Philipp, and Hoyer
(2015b) studied the effectiveness of a very brief intervention
(10 min), which provided indirect contact to a PWP via video,
and their results suggest that content delivery via video by a
PWP had an effect on a change in attitudes and consequently
reducing stigma towards PWP.
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Further, research suggests that misconceptions and stereo-
types about a stigmatized group can be challenged through edu-
cational strategies (Corrigan et al., 2012). Kleban and Jeglic
(2012) showed that a psychoeducational intervention, combined
with a discussion group, had a bigger impact on changing atti-
tudes towards pedophilia than the psychoeducational interven-
tion on its own.

To reduce negative attitudes and stigma surrounding pedo-
philia, research needs to understand what dimensions to target
in anti-stigma interventions and what kind of interventions are
effective. The present pilot study sought to provide further
information on the anti-stigma intervention’s effectiveness
on different dimensions of social distance towards PWP.
Moreover, its purpose is to determine whether direct contact
to a PWP, combined with education, would have a desirable
effect in reducing social distance of students towards PWP.

In line with previous research, we hypothesize that students
at the University of Groningen will endorse punitive attitudes
toward PWP (Jahnke, Imhoff, & Hoyer, 2015a).

We also predict that students attending a lecture (“Talking
about pedophilia”) presenting accurate information about
PWP and providing direct contact to a PWP will demonstrate
changes in perception of PWP after the lecture. Further, we
hypothesize that students’ attitudes towards PWP regarding
dangerousness, deviance, intentionality, and punitive attitudes
will be less negative after the intervention than before the
intervention. Finally, we hypothesize that perceived danger-
ousness, intentionality, and deviance will predict punitive
attitudes.

Method

Participants

Two-hundred and two students from the University of
Groningen took part in this pilot study. Thirty-one participants
were excluded from the analysis because they either only
filled in the first or the second questionnaire or because there
were errors in their personalized code leading to the inability
to match their pre and post questionnaires. Additionally, par-
ticipants who classified as extreme outliers (exceeding 1.5 SD,
n = 9) were excluded from further analyses. The final sample
consisted of 162 participants (N = 162), of which 131 were
female (80.9%), 29 male (17.9%), and two that identified as
other (1.2%). Their age ranged from 18 to 29 years with a
mean age of M = 21.25 and a standard deviation of SD =
2.18. Post hoc power analysis (using G*Power; Erdfelder,
Faul, & Buchner, 1996) for Wilcoxon-Signed-Rank-Test
(one sample) with a given effect size d = 0.8, alpha = 0.05,
and the sample size of N = 162 revealed a power of 1-β = 1.
The sample size, therefore, was sufficient for large effect sizes.

Participants were made aware of a lecture (“Talking about
Pedophilia”) two weeks in advance. The psychology study
association of the University of Groningen (VIP) advertised
the lecture online via Facebook. Also, there were posters and
flyers hung around the buildings of the University. Only stu-
dents of the University of Groningen were allowed to attend.
Attending the lecture was free of charge, and participants re-
ceived no incentive to participate.

Ethical Considerations

The Ethics Committee of Psychology (ECP) of the University
of Groningen approved the present pilot study. Participants
were informed about key aspects of the pilot study (e.g., ano-
nymity, data handling) and provided written informed con-
sent. Measures were taken to maintain the PWP (Gabriel’s)
safety, e.g., he used a pseudonym throughout the pilot study
so that his real identity could be protected. Additionally, any
kind of recording was prohibited during the lecture. Security
personnel were informed of the lecture and were on standby,
which ensured that Gabriel felt safe enough to speak.

Material

A PowerPoint presentation was used for the lecture. The slides
of the presentation are available upon request. The intervention
was not recorded to ensure the privacy of the guest speaker.
Participants were also provided with a self-report demographics
questionnaire before the lecture, which contained questions
about their personal experiences with child sexual abuse and
professional working experience with CSOs and PWP.

The ‘Stigma and Punitive Attitudes Toward Pedophiles
Scale’ (Imhoff, 2015) was administered before and after the
lecture. This three-dimensional questionnaire measures atti-
tudes toward PWP on dangerousness, intentionality, and de-
viance, which have all been suggested critical dimensions to
explain the social rejection of individuals with mental disor-
ders (Feldman & Crandall, 2007). This questionnaire consists
of 30 items in total, which were rated on a 7-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.
Participant scores on each of the sub-scales were calculated
using Imhoff’s (2015) scoring procedure.

Finally, at the end of the lecture, a self-evaluation was
obtained. Participants were asked what caused their attitude
change (provided that attitude change happened): the lecture,
meeting the PWP, or both.

Study Design and Procedure

A one-group pre-test post-test design was used. Participants
gathered for the presentation in a lecture hall of the University
of Groningen. Participants were asked to turn off their phones
or any other electronic devices that can be used for recording.

1024 Curr Psychol  (2023) 42:1022–1033

1 3



While entering the lecture hall, the students were reminded
again that any kind of recording is prohibited, and a violation
will lead to their exclusion of the presentation. Participants
were informed that the pilot study’s goal was to learn more
about people’s opinions on the topic of pedophilia.
Subsequently, participants filled out the informed consent
forms, as well as the first self-report questionnaire. Each par-
ticipant created a personalized code to anonymize the data and
match the pre-test responses to the post-test responses.
Participants folded their answers and placed them in enve-
lopes. The envelopes were collected, and the lecture started.
Participants heard about pedophilia, pedophilic offenders,
non-pedophilic child sex offenders, and the media’s influence
in forming and increasing misconceptions about pedophilia.
The lecture included theories about the motivation of child
sexual abuse, the difference between child sex offenders and
PWP, the DSM-5 definition of pedophilic disorder, statistics
about media representations of child sex offenses, dynamic
risk factors of child sex offending, and a brief explanation of
a prevention program called “Kein Täter warden (“Don’t of-
fend”). The focus of the intervention was the distinction be-
tween child sex offending and the concept of pedophilia. The
research team together came up with lecture and one of the
researchers delivered the lecture. The lecture took 45 min and
was followed by a 15-min break where students could leave
the lecture hall. Upon reentering the lecture hall, students were
again asked to show a turned off mobile phone. After the
break, 34-year old Gabriel Levi (pseudonym) from the
Netherlands provided a 50-min presentation about his experi-
ence being a PWP. He was approached via his website and
gladly accepted the invitation to participate in the present pilot
study. Before the pilot study, the lecture’s content was
discussed, and agreement on specific topics was reached.
The lecture given by Gabriel Levi entailed information on
his childhood, the realization of his sexual attraction, his strug-
gles to incorporate being a PWP into his identity, his attempts
to find appropriate coping strategies, and his overall experi-
ences. After his talk, the participants were allowed to ask
questions about both parts of the lecture for 30 min. After
the questions, participants had approximately 10 min to fill
out the second questionnaire. The participants were asked to
stay in their seats until all questionnaires were collected. In the
meantime, Gabriel left the lecture hall. After the 10 min
passed, participants were thanked for participating and
dismissed.

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics will be reported on the following vari-
ables of interest: dangerousness, intentionality, deviance, and
punitive attitudes towards PWP. Further, assumptions will be
tested.

Subsequently, a Wilcoxon signed-rank test will be used to
identify whether students’ attitudes regarding perceived dan-
gerousness, intentionality, deviance, and punitive attitudes
have changed after the intervention using JASP (JASP
Team, 2019). Further, a one-sample Wilcoxon signed-rank
test will determine whether students’ scores on perceived pu-
nitive attitudes significantly differ from the lowest point of the
scale using JASP (JASP Team, 2019).

The next step will investigate whether perceived danger-
ousness, intentionality, and deviance can predict variance in
punitive attitudes. To correct for multiple testing, a Benjamini
Hochberg correction was applied to all p-values (Benjamini &
Hochberg, 1995) using R (R Core Team, 2013).

Thematic Analysis

Data Collection and Analysis In the second questionnaire, the
last question asked participants to elaborate on their thoughts
about the lecture and their attitude change (provided that atti-
tude change happened). The idea was to give the participants a
chance to comment on the lecture, the guest lecturer, or any
other topic they wanted to voice. No hypothesis was
established before the data collection; thus an inductive ap-
proach was used. Further, the explicit content of the data was
analyzed, therefore using a semantic approach. A thematic
analysis was conducted following Braun and Clarke’s 6 step
model (Braun, Clarke, Hayfield, & Terry, 2019). First, partic-
ipants’ responses were transcribed. Second, initial codes were
created, and the data was coded systematically across the en-
tire data set. Subsequently, participants’ responses were coded
into meaningful categories, reflecting the data. Third, initial
codes were collated into potential themes, created by the re-
searchers. Participants’ responses were classified into the cat-
egories and counted to identify the frequency of those catego-
ries to make it easier to make sense of the data. Fourth, the
themes were revised to ensure the initial codes reflect the
themes by taking a step back and rereading the data. Fifth,
names and descriptions for the themes were generated.
Sixth, quotations to support each category were selected
across the entire data set.

Results

Quantitative Analysis

Preliminary Analyses Four participants indicated that they had
been a victim of child sexual abuse (2.5%). Forty-six partici-
pants declared that they knew a victim of child sexual abuse
(28.4%). Nineteen participants specified that someone in their
family had been a victim of child sexual abuse (11.7%).
Nineteen participants stated that they knew a perpetrator of
child sexual abuse (11.7%). Seven participants specified that
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they had worked in a professional capacity with child sexual
abuse victims (4.3%). Two participants indicated that they had
worked in a professional capacity with PWP (1.2%).

Furthermore, the evaluation of the lecture showed that most
participants thought that both caused attitude change, the lec-
ture and meeting the PWP (n = 126, 77.8%), followed by
meeting the PWP (n = 26, 16%), and lastly, the lecture alone
(n = 1, 0.6%).

Table 1 depicts the means and standard deviations (pre-
and post-measure) of the stigma scales and punitive attitudes.

Endorsement of the dangerousness scale in the pre-measure
indicated that most participants perceived a link between pe-
dophilia and child sexual abuse.

The lowest endorsement in the pre-measure was found in the
intentionality scale. Median scores of four of the six items are
equal to the lowest possible score (1 = strongly disagree). Thus,
most students strongly believed that PWP do not choose to be
sexually attracted to prepubescent children. Only two items of
the intentionality scale scored a lot higher. The median of item
10 (“Pedophilia is a disposition that you cannot do anything
about”) was Mdn = 4 (1.94; neither disagree nor agree), and
the median of item 7 (“If someone is pedophilic, there is noth-
ing he can do about it”) was Mdn = 5 (1.91; slightly disagree).

Of all scales assessed, deviance was found to be endorsed
the strongest in the pre-measure. Medians of all items of the
deviance scale were above the midpoint of the scale (4 = nei-
ther disagree nor agree), except for item 15 (“Pedophiles are
normal people with an infrequent sexual orientation”,Mdn = 3
(1.70)). This indicates that most participants perceived indi-
viduals who are sexually attracted to children as mentally ill.

Spearman’s correlation analysis was conducted to provide
additional information on possible associations between dan-
gerousness, intentionality, deviance, punitive attitudes, and
personal experiences (see Table 2). All three stigma dimen-
sions were positively correlated to each other as well as to
punitive attitudes. In line with Feldman and Crandall (2007)
and Imhoff (2015), the correlation between punitive attitudes
and dangerousness was found to be the strongest. Contrasting
Feldman and Crandall (2007) and Imhoff (2015), it was
followed by the association between punitive attitude and

intentionality, and lastly, punitive attitude and deviance.
Also, spearman’s correlations between knowing a perpetrator
of CSA, knowing a victim of CSA, and having a victim of
CSA in the family were all found to be significant.

Assumptions Several procedures to test assumptions were per-
formed. Except for the scale of dangerousness, all other scales
showed violations of the normality assumption in the Shapiro-
Wilk test; dangerousness (W = 0.983, p = .040), intentionality
(W = 0.978, p = .011), deviance (W = 0.964, p < .001), puni-
tive attitudes (W = 0.971, p = .002). Even though the student’s
t test appears to be relatively robust to normality violations
(Green & Salkind, 2008), the Shapiro-Wilks test results indi-
cate a severe violation of normality, which is why the
Wilcoxon signed-rank test was selected. Subsequently, differ-
ence scores for all variables were visually assessed and
showed sufficient equality, except for deviance, where the
assumption of equal variance of difference was violated. The
assumption of linearity was severely violated, even after trans-
formations were performed. Due to this violation, the regres-
sion analysis was not performed since the predictions are like-
ly to be seriously flawed.

Main Analyses Results supported the first hypothesis that
(psychology) students from the University of Groningen hold
punitive attitudes toward PWP. A Wilcoxon signed-rank test
for each of the 13 items of the punitive attitude scale was
conducted and can be found in Table 3, as well as medians
and standard deviations. As seen in Table 3, at the pre-
measure level, the median of all 13 items scored significantly
above the lowest point of the scale, and not a single item was
strongly uniformly rejected. Although one item was lesser
engaged than others (item 30 (“Pedophiles should be sen-
tenced to death as a deterrence”), it was still not uniformly
rejected.

To test the second hypothesis, whether the anti-stigma in-
tervention affected perceived dangerousness, intentionality,
deviance, and punitive attitudes, a Wilcoxon signed-rank test
was conducted. As shown in Table 4, the second hypothesis
was confirmed. There was a significant difference in the pre-
and post-measure scores for dangerousness, intentionality, de-
viance, and punitive attitudes. Students showed strongly
changed attitudes towards PWP on all scales after the inter-
vention. The data found support for the hypothesis that stu-
dents’ negative attitudes towards PWPwere less negative after
the intervention. The biggest change in attitude was observed
in the scale of dangerousness, which can be interpreted as a
large effect (Benesty, Chen, Huang, & Cohen, 2009). Except
for the effect of attitude change in intentionality, which was
small in effect size, all other effect sizes can be interpreted as
large. Medians, standard deviations (pre- and post-measure),
and the Wilcoxon signed-rank test results of all individual
items can be found in Table 5.

Table 1 Means and Standard Deviations, Pre- and Post-measure

Scale Pre-measure Post-measure

M SD M SD

Dangerousness 3.98 0.93 2.38 0.72

Intentionality 2.41 0.83 2.00 0.77

Deviance 4.64 1.08 3.28 1.05

Punitive Attitude 2.93 0.61 2.30 0.50

Note. N = 162
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Thematic Analysis

Results Four main themes were found providing further in-
sight about what students thought about the lecture. Namely,
meeting a PWP (n = 35, 43.2%), interest in the topic of pedo-
philia (n = 15, 18.5%), humanization (n = 8, 9.9%), and grat-
itude (n = 9, 11.1%).

Meeting a pedophile Thirty-five participants (43.2%)
commented on meeting the PWP and how they felt about that.
Comments on meeting the PWP were solely positive, and

participants acknowledged that meeting a PWP who discloses
his attraction to children is rare. In accordance with previous
research results (Corrigan et al., 2012), meeting a stigmatized
individual can result in attitude change, and the comments
regarding meeting the PWP are supportive of that.

“It was an eye-opening experience to hear the perspective
of a pedophile!” – Participant 157.

Interest in the topic of pedophilia Fifteen participants (18.5%)
indicated a great deal of interest in the topic of pedophilia.
Participants commented that their knowledge of pedophilia

Table 2 Spearman’s
Intercorrelations (at pre-test level) Items Correlations

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9.

1. Dangerousness –

2. Intentionality .48** –

3. Deviance .50** .39** –

4. Punitive Attitudes .57** .37** .46** –

5. Gender .19* .16 .11 .12 –

6. Age −.07 −.11 .13 −.06 −.21* –

7. Family victim .10 .07 .05 .10 .15 .10 –

8. Know perpetrator .14 .14 .07 .06 .07 −.10 .44** –

9. Know Victim −.00 .01 −.03 .03 .19* .03 .46** .44**

10. Victim .02 −.05 .81 .02 .07 −.21 .25** .24 0.12

Note: N = 162, 7. Family victim =Has anyone in your family ever been the victim of child sexual abuse?. 8.
Known perpetrator =Do you personally know anyone who has sexually abused a child?, 9. Known Victim =Do
you personally know anyone who has been a victim of child sexual abuse?, * p < .05, ** p < .001

Table 3 Punitive Attitude Scale, Medians, Standard deviations, One sample Wilcoxon signed-rank test

No Items Pre-measure Post- measure

Mdn (SD) Z p δ Mdn (SD) Z p δ

18 Pedophiles should be preemptively taken into custody. 2.00 (1.39) −3.29 .001 0.37 1.00 (0.82) −8.45 1.000 1.06

19 One should not condemn pedophiles too harshly. R 3.00 (1.43) 9.04 < .001 1.16 2.00 (1.44) −4.01 < .001 0.46

20 Pedophiles should be castrated. 1.00 (1.28) −1.63 0.789 0.18 1.00 (0.62) −9.89 1.000 1.31

21 Known pedophiles should be sentenced for life as deterrence. 2.00 (1.22) −1.28 0.035 0.14 1.00 (0.77) −9.65 1.000 1.27

22 Pedophiles should be allowed to work with children. R 6.00 (1.41) 11.07 < .001 1.58 5.00 (1.42) 10.69 < .001 1.48

23 Citizens should have a right to get informed if pedophiles
move to their neighborhood.

3.00 (1.51) 7.84 < .001 0.97 2.00 (1.33) −1.79 0.130 0.20

24 Pedophiles should be forced to undergo therapy. 5.00 (1.56) 10.44 < .001 1.42 3.00 (1.57) 7.40 < .001 0.90

25 If all other means fail, it should be legal in exceptional
cases to torture pedophiles.

1.00 (0.65) −10.21 1.000 1.38 1.00 (0.69) −9.75 1.000 1.29

26 Pedophiles should experience leniency when dealing
with the legal system. R

4.00 (1.29) 11.14 < .001 1.58 4.00 (1.41) 11.11 < .001 1.57

27 There should be a website listing pedophiles with name,
photo, and address.

1.00 (0.89) −6.26 1.000 0.74 1.00 (0.81) −7.48 1.000 0.91

28 Pedophiles should be chemically castrated. 1.00 (1.32) −2.56 0.968 0.29 1.00 (0.85) −8.87 1.000 1.13

29 The privacy of pedophiles is more important than information
and safety needs of the public. R

4.00 (1.32) 10.33 <.001 1.40 4.00 (1.41) 9.57 <.001 1.25

30 Known pedophiles should be sentenced to death as deterrence 1.00 (0.62) −10.14 1.000 1.36 1.00 (0.39) −11.69 1.000 1.71

Note: N = 162, For all tests, the alternative hypothesis specifies that the median is greater than 2 (disagree); R Rev
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was sparse beforehand and that they would like to have
learned even more about the topic.

“This was really interesting and eye-opening.” –
Participant 29.

Gratitude Nine participants (11.1%) expressed gratitude to-
wards the PWP and the lecturer. They acknowledged that it
must have been hard to disclose a sexual attraction to children
in front of an audience and appreciated the guest lecturers’
bravery. Further, they thanked him for the opportunity to learn
about pedophilia from a different perspective.

“Both of the lectures were highly informative, and I am
very glad I came to listen. (...) Thanks a lot for opening my
eyes and fighting stigma.” – Participant 162.

PWP as normal human beings Eight participants (9.9%) indi-
cated in their statements that they now see PWP as normal
human beings. It could indicate that at least some participants
in the present pilot study did not perceive PWP as human
beings before the lecture.

“Pedophiles have been humanized tome.” – Participant 117.

Discussion

The present pilot study sought to determine whether an edu-
cational intervention combined with direct contact to a PWP
would reduce negative attitudes of psychology students at the
University of Groningen toward PWP. Students’ attitudes

Table 4 Descriptive statistics,
Wilcoxon signed-rank test,
Cohen’s d

Dimensions Pre-
measure

Post-
measure

Wilcoxon signed-rank test

Mdn (SD) Mdn (SD) ΔMdn (SD) Z δ

Dangerousness 4.00 (0.92) 2.40 (0.73) −1.60 (0.84) −10.79* 1.49

Intentionality 2.33 (0.83) 1.83 (0.77) −0.50 (1.10) −6.43* 0.76

Deviance 4.83 (1.08) 3.16 (1.05) −1.67 (1.05) −10.66* 1.47

Punitive Attitudes 2.85 (0.61) 2.23 (0.50) −0.62 (0.54) −10.29* 1.39

Note. N = 162, * p < .001

Table 5 Items of all scales, Medians, Wilcoxon signed-rank test, Cohen’s d

Scale No Items Pre-measure Post-measure Wilcoxon signed-rank test

Mdn (SD) Mdn (SD) Z p δ

Dangerousness 1 Pedophiles are dangerous for children. 6.00 (1.18) 3.00 (1.43) −10.41 <.001 1.36

2 Pedophiles are perverse sex offenders. 4.00 (1.79) 1.00 (0.82) −10.32 <.001 1.34

3 There exists no strong relationship between pedophilia and
sexual abuse of children. R

5.00 (1.35) 3.00 (1.62) −8.00 <.001 0.96

4 Many pedophiles never have any sexual contact with a child. R 3.00 (1.37) 2.00 (1.22) −2.63 .008 0.29

5 Pedophilia sooner or later always leads to child sexual abuse. 2.00 (1.45) 1.00 (0.93) −8.65 <.001 1.06

Intentionality 6 Pedophilia is something that you choose for yourself. 1.00 (1.03) 1.00 (0.69) −4.16 <.001 0.46

7 If someone is pedophilic, there is nothing he can do about it. R 5.00 (1.92) 3.00 (2.08) −5.20 <.001 0.59

8 If someone is pedophilic, it is his own fault. 1.00 (0.98) 1.00 (0.79) −4.34 <.001 0.48

9 People can decide whether they are pedophilic or not. 1.00 (0.91) 1.00 (1.01) −3.78 <.001 0.42

10 Pedophilia is a disposition that you cannot do anything about. R 4.00 (1.94) 2.00 (2.12) −4.07 <.001 0.45

11 People with a pedophilic orientation have consciously
decided for this orientation.

1.00 (1.03) 1.00 (0.86) −4.63 <.001 0.52

Deviance 12 Pedophilia does not require treatment. R 7.00 (1.03) 5.00 (1.51) −8.22 <.001 0.99

13 Pedophilia is not pathological. R 6.00 (1.36) 4.00 (1.67) −8.01 <.001 0.96

14 Pedophilia is a mental disorder, like for example schizophrenia. 5.00 (1.69) 3.00 (1.66) −6.59 <.001 0.76

15 Pedophiles are normal people with an infrequent sexual orientation. R 3.00 (1.70) 2.00 (1.30) −7.89 <.001 0.94

16 Pedophiles are sick. 4.00 (1.71) 2.00 (1.35) −10.13 <.001 1.31

17 Someone who is pedophilic but never sexually abuses a child is
not mentally ill. R

5.00 (1.83) 3.00 (1.79) −7.69 <.001 0.91
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regarding perceived dangerousness, intentionality, deviance,
and punitive attitudes were assessed. Attitudes of all scales
changed significantly after the intervention, which supports
the hypothesis. Obtained results are in line with previous re-
search and provide further evidence for the effectiveness of
educational interventions in reducing stigma toward PWP
(Jahnke, Imhoff, & Hoyer, 2015a). Additionally, results sug-
gest that psychology students of the University of Groningen
hold punitive attitudes towards PWP.

High endorsement of perceived dangerousness (e.g.,
“Pedophiles are dangerous for children”) of PWP indicates
that the majority of students linked pedophilia to child sexual
abuse before the lecture. As argued, the merging of PWP and
child sex offenders (CSOs) leads to increased perceptions of
dangerousness of PWP (Harper et al., 2018). Attitude change
regarding the perceived dangerousness of PWP was the
highest of all scales. It is reasonable to assume that this con-
flation plays a role in observed attitude change since the in-
tervention explicitly explained the differences between CSOs
and PWP, hence decreasing perceived dangerousness after the
intervention. Although a lot less engaged after the interven-
tion, perceived dangerousness was still well endorsed, indicat-
ing that students still perceived pedophilia somewhat connect-
ed to child sexual abuse. Conclusions about whether the per-
ceived dangerousness observed after the intervention stems
from the actual dangerousness imposed by PWP or the nega-
tive stigma surrounding pedophilia cannot be drawn.

Compared to the other scales, perceived intentionality was
the least endorsed both before and after the intervention, indi-
cating that students believed that PWP do not choose to be
attracted to minors (e.g., “Pedophilia is something that you
choose for yourself”). The observed attitude in perceived in-
tentionality changed significantly. It is assumed that because
of prior knowledge of psychological disorders, psychology
students knew that a psychological disorder is generally not
self-chosen. Other samples, not consisting of psychology stu-
dents, would presumably show a different endorsement of
perceived intentionality. Also, students thinking about the
sexual attraction to children as a sexual orientation could have
been aware of the assumption that sexual orientation is noth-
ing people can change (Seto, 2012). However, in the study of
Wurtele (2018), testing the effectiveness of a classroom inter-
vention to reduce misconceptions toward child sex offenses,
psychology students at the University of Colorado at
Colorado Springs initially believed that persons with pedo-
philia chose their sexual attraction or can change it. One rea-
son for these contrary findings could be the nationality of the
sample. Jahnke, Imhoff, and Hoyer (2015a) found higher re-
sentment against PWP in an American sample than a German
sample. However, the present pilot study was not conducted in
Germany but the Netherlands. A definite conclusion about the
low scores on intentionality in both the pre- and post-measure
cannot be drawn.

Students’ scores on deviance were the highest compared to
the other scales both before and after the intervention (e.g.,
“Pedophilia is a mental disorder, like for example, schizophre-
nia”). Before the intervention, most students perceived PWP
as psychologically deviant. Observed attitude change in devi-
ance was found to be very high. After the intervention, the
majority of students slightly disagreed with persons with pe-
dophilia being psychologically deviant. Thus, after the inter-
vention, more students believed that a sole sexual attraction to
children does not necessarily imply a mental disorder. During
the intervention, the DSM-5 definition of the pedophilic dis-
order was explained at length. Students learned that to be
diagnosed as suffering from pedophilic disorder, more diag-
nostic criteria have to be fulfilled than just being sexually
attracted to prepubescent children. Thus, students learned that
a PWP does not necessarily suffer from a mental disorder.
Further, students and the guest lecturer discussed the concept
of pedophilia being a sexual orientation. It is reasonable to
assume that accurate factual knowledge provided in the inter-
vention, in addition to the impression of the guest lecturer, led
students to perceive pedophilia as less psychologically deviant
after the lecture. The students interacted respectfully with the
guest lecturer, and it could be presumed that students got the
impression that he is not deviant except for his sexual
attraction.

In addition to testing the effect of an anti-stigma interven-
tion, we also hypothesized that (psychology) students at the
University of Groningen hold punitive attitudes toward PWP.
Results revealed that students, before the intervention, held
punitive attitudes towards PWP, supporting the hypothesis.
These findings are in line with previous research suggesting
that people hold punitive attitudes towards PWP even if there
is no mention of any committed crime (Jahnke, 2018a). We
found that students did not uniformly firmly reject punish-
ment, neither prior nor after the intervention. Almost half of
the punitive attitude scale items were either only slightly
disagreed to, agreed to, or answered as uncertain. Students
were asked to what extent they want to punish PWP, and
there was no mention of any committed crimes. Therefore,
the decision to punish PWP was solely based on their sexual
attraction, not their actual behavior. Furthermore, a significant
attitude changewas observed regarding punitive attitudes after
the intervention. On average, instead of slightly disagreeing
with punishment, after the intervention, students disagreed
with punishment. Although the intervention succeeded in
diminishing punitive attitudes, there was still no strong
uniform rejection of punishment after the intervention. It is
assumed that students were able to differentiate between
PWP and CSOs after the intervention since the distinction
between the constructs was one central point in the
educational intervention and was explained at length. One
reason for the observation of punitive attitudes after the
intervention could be social desirability. Research by Imhoff
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(2015) suggested that holding punitive attitudes toward PWP
is socially desirable. Also, PWP are highly stigmatized, and
social distance towards PWP is greater than to any other men-
tal illness (Feldman&Crandall, 2007). Future research should
investigate whether students still want to punish PWP after
learning the differentiation between PWP and CSOs because
they want to act socially desirable, do not understand the dif-
ferentiation, want to reach social distance, or else.

We also predicted that punitive attitudes could be ex-
plained by perceived dangerousness, intentionality, and devi-
ance. During the data analysis, it became apparent that a pre-
diction is not possible with the current data since assumptions
that ensure accurate predictions were severely violated.
Therefore, prediction analysis was not performed and cannot
be discussed.

Unlike previous research analyzing anti-stigma interven-
tions’ effectiveness, the present pilot study was the first to pro-
vide direct contact to a PWP as a part of an anti-stigma inter-
vention. Stigma research suggests that direct contact yields the
strongest effects compared to other anti-stigma interventions
(Corrigan et al., 2012). It has been shown that even indirect
contact to a PWP (e.g., video material showing a PWP talking
about pedophilia) was able to diminish punitive attitudes
(Jahnke, Philipp, & Hoyer, 2015b). Although the present pilot
study did not compare different anti-stigma interventions, sub-
stantial differences between pre- and post-measures and large
effect sizes were found. Whether direct contact to a PWP is
more effective than indirect contact in terms of reducing stigma
should be researched further. For example, it would be benefi-
cial to investigate if there are differences between direct and
indirect contact as well as if an educational lecture alone is as
effective without the element of (direct/indirect) contact (see
Limitations and Future Research for more details).

Jahnke et al. (2015a, b) referred to indirect contact (e.g.,
video) as being more feasible than direct contact, especially in
terms of effort and safety for the PWP. Planning and
conducting the present pilot study demanded a certain amount
of effort, which could have been drastically reduced by using
video content. However, no major troubles (like safety issues
or assaults) have arisen while planning or conducting it. The
guest lecturer’s safety was an absolute priority and was as-
sured through careful planning and security personnel.
Students were obliged to be respectful towards the guest lec-
turer, and precautions were taken to make sure there were no
records of the intervention. The lack of research on comparing
an indirect contact intervention to a direct contact intervention
makes it impossible to determine which intervention is more
effective. Future research comparing direct contact to a PWP
vs. indirect contact to a PWP and their effectiveness of stigma
is needed to make the decision.

The thematic analysis revealed more insights into what
participants wanted to comment on after the lecture and meet-
ing the PWP. Participants exclusively stated positive

impressions of the guest lecturer. However, not all participants
commented on their impressions of the lecture and the PWP. It
is therefore difficult to say that nobody had a negative impres-
sion of the guest lecturer. Thus, it is difficult to make assump-
tions and when conducting future research, it is important to
be mindful of asking participants about their impressions both
potentially positive or negative of the PWP.

Further, several participants pointed out their great interest
in the topic of pedophilia and their lack of knowledge about
pedophilia. Additionally, when advertised, the lecture was
booked up entirely in just a few days. There was great interest
in the topic of pedophilia among psychology students, which
could be indicative of the fact that students are interested in
attending more lectures and classes on the topic of pedophilia.
The effectiveness of reducing stigma towards PWP of provid-
ing psychology students with more training options on pedo-
philia as early as during their studies should be assessed in
future research.

The participants also showed appreciation and gratitude for
the opportunity to understand the point of view of a PWP.
Further, several participants commented on perceiving the
guest lecturer as a “normal human being” after attending the
lecture. Moral Disengagement theory (Bandura, Barbaranelli,
Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996) theorizes that people dehumanize
perpetrators of CSA (and PWP since they commonly conflate
both) to create social distance. One could assume that several
participants taking part in the present pilot study dehumanized
PWP before the intervention. Through meeting the PWP,
those participants were under the impression that the guest
lecturer is as a human being as they are, probably leading them
to acknowledge that PWP are human, too.

Limitations and Future Research

Single group studies like the present one lack external validity
due to the non-consideration of control groups. Therefore,
observed changes could also be attributed to other factors
unrelated to the intervention, which is the major limitation of
this pilot study. The pre-measure served as an explicit com-
parison where attitudes of individual subjects were compared
before and after the intervention. However, changes in pre-
post measures cannot be interpreted carelessly.

Although the present study was the very first to investigate
the effects of personal contact with a PWP, its results cannot
be directly ascribed to it. The personal contact was inseparably
combinedwith the educational lecture. One cannot distinguish
which part of the intervention evoked the observed change in
attitudes or if the change was due to an interaction of both.
This must be kept in mind when interpreting the results of this
present pilot study. Though the vast majority of the students
did attribute their attitude change to the combination of both
the lecture and meeting the PWP, strongly pointing to an in-
teraction, future research should investigate this further.
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By additionally adding the following control groups, future
research could address all the mentioned major limitations of
the present pilot study: experiencing (1) no intervention at all,
(2) a lecture on the topic of pedophilia alone, (3) exclusively
having personal contact with a PWP and (4) attending both a
lecture and having contact with a PWP.

The sample itself might constitute an additional minor
limitation of this pilot study. This is due to two reasons.
First, the students who participated in this pilot study
actively chose to do so. Therefore, they may have been
more open to or interested in the topic of pedophilia as
well as to the changing their attitude towards this topic.
Thus, the sample was self-selected and may have slightly
biased the observed results. Second, the large gender dis-
parity of this pilot study may have distorted the observed
results. This limited population validity may reduce the
ability to extrapolate the observed results to the entire
population. It cannot be ruled out entirely that the large
gender disparity does not bias the result. However, gen-
der disparity among psychology students is quite com-
mon, with a vast majority of psychological studies having
disproportionately more females than males (Cope,
Michalski, & Fowler, 2016). Future research should con-
sider obtaining different samples, e.g., mandating stu-
dents to attend as part of their studies and focusing on
a more equalized population to address gender effects on
attitudes toward pedophilia.

Furthermore, the present pilot study relied on self-report
measures, which are vulnerable to social desirability bias
(Fisher & Katz, 2000). Considering Imhoff’s (2015) findings,
this could have led students to answer harsher than they would
because holding punitive attitudes towards PWP was found
socially desirable. Also, the present pilot study solely assessed
explicit attitude change. Therefore, conclusions about implicit
attitude changes or behavioral change as measures of the ef-
fectiveness of an anti-stigma intervention like the present one
cannot be drawn. Furthermore, the intervention’s educational
part was presented by one of the researchers and so this could
have resulted in a demand effect. Participants could have been
aware of the underlying hypothesis, resulting in biased results.

Additional research is also needed to determine whether
observed attitude change would alter after some time has
passed. A follow-up questionnaire could be used to examine
this question.

This pilot study also asked participants personal questions,
for example, whether they had been a victim of sexual abuse
or had known someone who had been, with the aim of under-
standing if this affected stigma toward PWP. However, we
cannot draw any conclusions due to the small sample size
(n = 4) of participants who disclosed being sexually abused
or knowing someone who had been. Future research therefore
is needed to investigate the relationship between victims of
sexual abuse and their attitudes toward PWP.

Implications

The thematic analysis revealed that many students were very
interested in the topic of pedophilia, and the lecture received
very positive feedback in general. One could assume that oth-
er (psychology) students are also interested in learning more
about this topic. Anti-stigma interventions targeting key
groups (e.g., psychology students, psychotherapists, other
health care providers) could be implemented in other
Universities and beyond that. By educating future psycholo-
gists and psychotherapists about pedophilia and the conse-
quences of stigma, it might be possible to reduce the stigma
surrounding pedophilia to create a more understanding
society.

Contemporary society needs to understand that isolating
PWP is not reducing child sexual offending. The current strat-
egy to deal with PWPmight be socially desirable andmotivated
by the strict rejection of child abuse; however, it does not result
in just that. Recognition of the adverse effects of stigma and the
ultimate result of increasing dynamic risk factors for sexual
offending needs to be established in order for society to accept
that punishing PWP is not helping anyone. We argue that it is
essential to be very precise in distinguishing between PWP and
CSOs to avoid nourishing punitive attitudes towards PWP due
to conceptual confusion. Research on stigma surrounding pe-
dophilia is increasing, and it is not a blind spot anymore like
Jahnke andHoyer called it in Jahnke&Hoyer, 2013. Increasing
research interest on this issue is encouraging and should be
supported, especially as stigma towards pedophilia is still pres-
ent among research professionals.

Conclusion

Results of the present pilot study provide evidence for the ef-
fectiveness of an anti-stigma intervention combining education
and direct contact to a PWP in reducing stigma towards PWP.
After students were educated about pedophilia and met a PWP,
their attitudes on perceived dangerousness, intentionality, devi-
ance, and punitive attitudes strongly diminished. The present
pilot study was the first to provide direct contact to a PWP,
though combining it with an educational lecture about pedo-
philia to promote attitude change and ultimately decrease stig-
ma towards PWP. Despite its limitations in part due to limited
resources, with combining education and direct contact, the
present pilot study uses an interesting approach to diminish
negative attitudes towards PWP. Results of the present pilot
study add to a growing field of research on reducing stigma
surrounding pedophilia. Keeping in mind the adverse conse-
quences stigma can have on the stigmatized individuals, anti-
stigma interventions are necessary. Concerning pedophilia,
anti-stigma interventions could be beneficial in ensuring a bet-
ter life for PWP and ultimately reducing child sexual abuse.
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Contemporary society needs to rethink its strategy to approach
PWP to reduce child sexual abuse, and anti-stigma interven-
tions like the present one could be an effective way of doing so.
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