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ABSTRACT 
Making the work of security organizations known to school children is a means of mitigating feelings of insecurity provoked by
the diffusion of information on terrorist attacks in communications media and through social media. Whilst there is a longer tra-
dition of projects to educate school children on the police and the armed forces, no comparable projects have been found on the
intelligence services. With the objective of filling this gap, the authors designed and produced two animated educational videos
for Spanish school children on the Spanish intelligence service: The National Intelligence Center (CNI). In this paper, the impact
of the videos is measured in relation to the knowledge, the stereotypes, and the attitudes of school children towards the CNI. To
do so, two questionnaires were administered to 1,092 school children aged 8 and 12, before and after viewing the videos. The
results of the questionnaire prior to screening the videos showed that the school children held no knowledge of the intelligence
services, and expressed highly developed stereotypes, and moderately negative attitudes towards them. Student-t tests for related
samples were used to confirm the responses, on the basis of which it was found that the videos modified both knowledge and
stereotyping, as well as attitudes towards the CNI. Specifically, following the screenings the knowledge of the school children
improved, stereotyping diminished, and positive attitudes increased.

RESUMEN
Dar a conocer a los escolares las organizaciones de seguridad es un medio para reducir la inseguridad generada por la difusión
de los atentados terroristas en los medios de comunicación y redes sociales. Mientras que hay una mayor tradición en proyectos
para educar a los escolares sobre la policía y los militares, no se han encontrado proyectos análogos sobre los servicios de inteli-
gencia. Con el objetivo de suplir esta carencia, los autores diseñaron y produjeron dos vídeos animados educativos destinados a
escolares españoles sobre el servicio de inteligencia español, el Centro Nacional de Inteligencia (CNI). Este artículo mide cuál
es el impacto de los vídeos en el conocimiento, los estereotipos y las actitudes de los escolares hacia el CNI. Para ello, se aplicaron
dos cuestionarios a 1.092 escolares de 8 a 16 años, antes y después de la visualización de los vídeos. Los resultados previos a la
visualización mostraron un conocimiento nulo, alto grado de estereotipos y actitudes moderadamente negativas hacia los servicios
de inteligencia. Se comprobaron las respuestas mediante pruebas T para muestras relacionadas, a partir de las cuales se obtuvo
que los vídeos modificaban el conocimiento, los estereotipos y las actitudes hacia el CNI. Específicamente, tras la visualización
mejoró el conocimiento de los escolares, disminuyó el grado de estereotipos y aumentaron las actitudes positivas. 
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8 1. Introduction
All children and young adolescents with whom we speak will have been born after the 2001 terrorist attacks

against the United States. Terrorism has unleashed attacks against the cities in which people of that age live ever
since they have been able to reason. If in the 1930s, children feared wild beasts and thunder storms, successive
generations would live in fear of nuclear warfare, and today fear is awoken in children by the thought of tsunamis
and hurricanes and terrorism (Garbarino & al., 2015). Teachers would benefit from the background information
that is needed to explain the context of terrorist attacks and the existence of a State organization that attempts to
counter terrorism. As stated by Jaramillo (2005), teachers should be able to choose from among the different tools
available for their educational needs.

Verbal information and vicarious learning are known to have a role in prompting anxiety in young children and
causing them to succumb to fear (Field & Lawson, 2003), to which the role of television in developing children’s
perceptions of personal vulnerability may be added (Romer & al., 2003). In fact, the change from fear of ‘thunder’
to fear of ‘terrorism’ is, without doubt, due to the notorious relation that exists between consumption of the
communications media and the perception of threats and vulnerability that, although present in most individuals, is
of particular concern among children. Although younger children are in general more exposed and affected by the
news than older children and adults, catastrophic news such as the attacks on New York, Madrid, London, Paris,
and Barcelona can have an intense impact at all ages. One study completed with children from schools in the city
of New York brought to light a wide range of mental health problems (Hoven & al., 2002), which included
agoraphobia (15%), anxiety due to separation (12%), and disorder due to post-traumatic stress (11%) as consequences
of the attacks. The children who reported greater exposure to the news showed higher ratios of Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) than those children with less exposure to television. The impact of terrorism on young
children through their exposure to the communications media and social media was observed in thirteen studies that
Pfefferbaum (2018) compiled on the matter.

Children learn through observation and imitation, so the role of their intermediaries, such as parents and school
teachers, in controlling which messages are communicated and how those messages are conveyed is a fundamental
one (Comer & Kendall, 2007; Punch, 2002). Parents may do little more than recreating the stereotypes associated
with James Bond films and the novels of John Le Carré to which the children may have previously been exposed
through the media, while school is a territory where spies1 are not found (Quintelier, 2015). However, while the
information voids are easy to define, it is more complex to confront the stereotypes; the set of –positive or negative–
beliefs that one group of people hold in the form of cognitive schemes that influence the way they process social
information (McGarty & al., 2002). This view fits in with the proposal of van Deth & al. (2011), which is used in
this investigation, that distinguishes between ‘Political Awareness’ (awareness of institutions) and ‘Functional
Knowledge’ (what they do) when gathering information in the field.

The central objective of the educational system is from very early ages to transmit commonly shared values such
as human rights and the freedoms that characterize democratic societies (Starkey, 2012). As reflected in Gardner
(1991), perceptions of the police and the world of law enforcement among children represent a struggle between
the goodies and the baddies. If we follow DiSessa (1982: 465), who sustained that appropriate opinions on the police
need to be established during the first years of infancy, it would also follow that the existence of the intelligence services
as an institution working to prevent terrorist attacks and in hot pursuit of the perpetrators should be communicated
to the younger citizens of a democracy.

The constant appearance of ‘secret’ agencies in the television news combating terrorism in the city, terrorist
alerts, simulated evacuations, telephone surveillance… does nothing to improve the situation. The studies by Klein
& al. (2009), DeVoe & al. (2011) and Carpenter & al. (2012) on the reactions of young children following terrorist
attacks showed that children who were informed by their carers expressed less anxiety. Therefore, if the
participation of children in a democracy is to be free from fear, it is important to work with them in these initial
phases of their lives, because this period of their life, as Sapiro (2004) has demonstrated, is essential in the formation
of their points of view and their commitment towards good citizenship. 

The differences between well-informed and poorly informed citizens can be dramatic (Delli Carpini, & Keeter,
1996: 272). Therefore, transmitting a better and a complete image of the intelligence services to younger citizens,
when still forming their opinions on the concept of democracy, and transmitting what this political form of governance
implies, will have two positive consequences. On the one hand, its consequence will be greater legitimacy and trust
among citizens; and, on the other, it will imply increased decision-making capacity and informed opinions on the
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8actions carried out by the intelligence services (Díez-Nicolás, 2012: 162). Our project is inspired by that same logic;
it contributes to bridging the information gaps and the existing stereotypes on the intelligence services through the
development and testing of this pedagogic material, in such a way that the impact of historic events –all the greater
at earlier ages (Schumann & Scott, 1989)– can be mitigated.

Ever since the 1960s, studies have been conducted on what the perceptions of young children are towards the
police. However, the authors are unaware of any studies on the same topic, but with regard to spies. The logic
behind this lack of studies is, in our opinion, that, unlike the police  –and to some extent the military too– children
and adolescents have no direct encounters with spies. Among other reasons, spies work undercover, children and
adolescents are never likely to meet them or to interact with them, neither will they have close family members who
identify themselves as spies, nor are spies identified with a logotype, and they have no visible installations that can
be visited. Therefore, although we
may learn from the methodology
of those studies, comparisons
with the way in which school-
children perceive the different
law enforcement institutions
of a democratic State are
invalid. Nevertheless, we can
indeed draw out some interest -
ing reflections from these
experiences for our study.

With regard to the
methodology, we have found
studies that measure know -
ledge and/or opinion at two
points in time between which
the children have been expos -
ed to some form of input, as in
this contribution. For example,
after a specific activity (Hopkins & al., 1992) or after interacting with the police at a school visit in the playground
(Derbyshire, 1968). We also find studies with schools where the police are permanently stationed for crime-pre-
vention and mediation tasks and other studies on schools where the police have no permanent presence (Hopkins
& al. 1992), as well as studies completed after screening different videos to an audience of schoolchildren with
fragments of police films and television series (Low & Durkin, 2001).

It must not be thought that all of the conclusions drawn from these studies can be generalized. For some authors,
children not only distrust the police, but they also show a lack of understanding or hold misperceptions on the role
of the police in society (Brown & Benedict 2002; Hurst & Frank 2000). The views of young people are in many
studies worse than the views expressed by children (Loader, 1996; McAra & McVie, 2010), due to young people
making greater use of public spaces. They also have a greater likelihood of entering into contact and indeed conflict
with the police, including negative experiences of policing, as young people start to socialize more with peers in
public spaces free from parental care. In studies from North America, trust in the police amongst ethnic minority
communities is found to be considerably lower than in white communities (Hurst & al., 2000; Flexon & al., 2009).
Evidence of gender differences in attitudes towards the police is mixed, with some studies finding no differences
(Hinds, 2007), while others find that either males (Weitzer & Tuch, 1999) or females (Flexon & al., 2009) hold
more negative views.

With the objective of supplementing the lack of educational materials designed for school children on the
intelligence services, the authors conceptualized and designed two animated videos. The objective of this article
was to measure the impact of having viewed the video on the knowledge, the stereotypes, and the attitudes of school
children in relation to the Spanish intelligence service. Therefore, the research question proposed in this article is:
how will viewing the videos on CNI modify the knowledge, the stereotypes, and the attitudes of school children in
relation to the intelligence service? The hypothesis is that viewing the animated videos will increase knowledge of
CNI, reduce stereotypes, and favor more positive attitudes. 

The screenings of the informative animated videos
increased knowledge of the intelligence services, reduced 
stereotypes associated with the work of the agents, and 
increased positive attitudes towards the work of the CNI.
Hence, our study has confirmed the starting hypothesis of 
the authors. The few studies completed with the police show
a change before and after the children were exposed 

to the input.
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8 The investigation is designed as a quasi-experimental methodology, and the design involved only one group with
which to evaluate the changes in the variables before and after having screened the corresponding video to each
group. In section 2 of this paper, the process of designing the videos and the methodology of the study are set out.
The results are summarised in section 3 and, in section 4, the results are discussed, and future lines of investigation
that use the videos are proposed.

2. Material and methods 
2.1. Preparation of the animated video 

The initial objective was to prepare two animated videos for children between 8 and 11 years in age and for
young adolescents between 12 and 16 years in age2 through which to explain the role of an intelligence service –the
Spanish CNI– in a democratic society3. The use of different formats was considered during the design of the
project: comic, animated video, and story. However, directing the project at the generations that fit within what
Palfrey & Gasser (2008) have baptized the generation of ‘digital natives’ led us to select the animated video rather
than the comic or the story. In particular, the video format was justified insofar as i) it permits a combination of
verbal, visual, textural, graphical, and musical mediums; ii) audio-visual channels are the principal on-line format
that the target population consumes; and, iii) it can be reproduced on different channels (television, Internet) and
devices (mobiles, computers, tablets, etc.), permitting individual screenings or as part of educational programs for
citizenship. 

The messages that were used to convey the information on the role of an intelligence service in a democratic
State were known to the authors from previous research (Díaz-Fernández, 2005, 2016). The final list of messages
included in the videos appears in Table 1. There were differences in the internal layout of the script, if those
messages were: 1) Explicit (conveyed through explicit sentences in the text) or implicit (conveyed through images),
or if they were; 2) Transversal
(appearing throughout the
video) or specific (appearing at
a specific time in the video). 

The scripts of the two videos
were drafted on the basis of the
final list of 14 messages. Due to
the different degrees of maturity
of both groups, some differences
were established between both
videos: 1) A simpler language
with short sentences for the
children; 2) Simplified messa-
ges for the children (for exam-
ple, instead of the three forms
of control, only judicial supervi-
sion was explained to them, as
it was the one they knew best);
and; 3) The use of simpler dra-
wings in the video for the chil-
dren with fewer details than in
the video for the adolescents (Image 1 & 2). The images were complemented with emotive, affective, decorative,
and musical elements, in accordance with the suggestions from Barker & al. (2003) and Meyer (2012), adopting
the recommendations and the experiences of the use of didactic videos compiled in Cabero (2004). The music was
specially composed for both videos.

2.2. Participants
A total of 1,092 children and adolescents (n=1,092) participated in the study (with a confidence interval of 95%

and margin of error of ±3%). The participants were drawn from eight Spanish schools in the cities of Cadiz, Jerez
de la Frontera, Mairena del Aljarafe, Gines, and Seville. 489 (44.2%) of the participants were boys, and 603
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8(55.8%) were girls.
The age of the sample
fluctuated between 8
and 16 years old, with
an average of 12.14
years (SD=2.54).
The educational
levels of the school
children correspond -
ed to two educational

stages: the group of
“Primary Education”

(EP) was composed of 495 participants (45.3%), and the group of “Secondary Education” (ESO), of 597 partici-
pants (54.7%). In addition, each sample is close to the average size of the samples habitually used in studies on
knowledge and evaluation of the police such as those by Moretz (1980) with 137 participants, Hurst & al. (2000)
with 852, Nihart & al. (2005) with 1,029, and Sindall & al. (2016) with 1,500. The schools were selected in accor-
dance with two criteria to guarantee the representativeness of the socio-economic and demographic data: i) model
of management and funding (public, private, and state-assisted); and, ii) (low, medium, and high) socio-economic
level. The schools were therefore categorized as follows: private/high (1); state-assisted/high (2); state-
assisted/medium (2); public/medium (2); and, public/low (2). All the schools were in large, medium, and small cities
with populations of between 700,000 and 13,000 inhabitants. 

2.3. Questionnaire 
The questionnaire was structured into four sections corresponding to the four variables under analysis with a

total of 30 items: 1) Sociodemographic data; 2) Knowledge of CNI; 3) Stereotypes on the work of intelligence
service agents; 4) attitudes towards CNI. The following describes the content of each of the four sections.

In sociodemographic data, only the educational stage (EP or ESO) and the sex of the participant were recorded.
This decision was agreed with the teaching centres, to avoid having to request the informed consent of the parents
when gathering a minimum of personal information (Thomas & O’Kane, 1998).

Knowledge of the CNI was measured through six items with three possible responses: one correct, another wrong,
and a third that affirmed no knowledge (Don’t know/No opinion). These responses scored between 0 and two
followi ng the criteria of Mondak (1999), according to which the assumption of not knowing is an intermediate mea-
surement between right and wrong knowledge. Three levels were therefore defined: 0=wrong knowledge; 1=don’t
know; and 2=right knowledge. This measurement obtained acceptable scores for internal consistency (α=.95).

The stereotypes on the work of the intelligence agents were measured with 16 items divided into: 1) Stereo -
types associated with the influence of the communications media (4 items) (α=.88); 2) Stereotypes associated with
police work (4 items) (α=.96); 3) Stereotypes associated with military work (4 items) (α=.50); and, iv) stereotypes
associated with the work of private detectives (4 items) (α=.93). As may be seen, the stereotypes associated with
military work was the only block with no reliable internal consistency (α≥.70). An analysis of the correlations matrix
identified one of the items as related in a negative manner with the other items of the construct (“work together in
a group“), so this item was removed from the final analysis, thereby obtaining greater internal consistency and
reliability (α=.81). Each item was positively expressed (for example, “spies are secret”) and the participants had to
show their degree of agreement or disagreement with the affirmation on a 5-point Likert-type scale, where 1 was
“completely disagree”, and 5 was “completely agree”, and where point 3 marked the intermediate point, “neither
agree nor disagree”. For the students of EP, emoticons were shown alongside the scale that expressed each of the
grades, so that they would better understand the test responses. 

The attitudes towards CNI were measured through six items on a 5-point Likert-type scale, where one was
“completely disagree” and 5 “completely agree”, and where point 3 marked the intermediate point, “neither agree
nor disagree”. Items 2, 3 and six were formulated in positive terms when describing the CNI, where one was
considered as a completely negative attitude towards the CNI and five as a completely positive attitude towards
CNI. During the preparation of the database, the scores for items 1, 4 and five that were formulated in negative
terms, were inverted (1=5; 2=4; 4=2; 5=1) before the analysis was completed. In this way, high scores in the

Image 1. Video characters for Primary School (EP)
Pupils.

Image 2. Video characters for Secondary School
(ESO) Pupils.
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8 sum of items indicated a favourable attitude towards the CNI. This measurement system yielded acceptable scores
for internal consistency reliability (α=.97).

2.4. Procedure 
The video was edited with the help of a communications company between April and October 2016. The first

data-collection session, the video screening, and the second data-collection session with the students took place
during October. The sample of participants was selected from among the schoolchildren at each centre by the
Direction of the centre. An informed consent form was provided to the schools, although none of them considered
its use necessary. Data collection was organized in two sessions with each one of the classes. During the first session,
the participants were invited to fill in the questionnaire as a self-administered exercise. The researcher and the class
tutors were at all times present to respond to the doubts of the participants and to supervise the collection of data
so that it was done in the way that had been agreed with the centre. In the second session, the participants were
shown the animated video corresponding to their educational stage (EP or ESO). Once the video had ended, the
students were once again administered the same questionnaire as in the first session.

3. Analysis and results
The results obtained after the first administration of the questionnaire are shown in Table 2. As may be seen,

the “average” level of knowledge of the participants was low, with 95.9% of participants giving responses between
0 –wrong know ledge– and 1 –no knowledge–. It was, in addition, observed that both the standard deviation and
the variance were
small. These data
allowed us to conclu-
de that both the EP
and the ESO students
held little or no know-
ledge of the CNI and
its functions.

The second
variable, “stereoty-
pes” received a higher score than the neutral value of three (3=“neither agree nor disagree”). A priori, this result
might indicate that the participants were so unaware of the matter that they were unable to identify each of the ste-
reotypes included in the questionnaire. However, the analysis by type of stereo type –associated with the influence
of the communications media, police work, military work, and the work of private detectives– yielded different
results. In Table 3 it may be seen that the stereotypes associated with the communications media obtained the
highest scores. The most representative features that the participants employed to refer to the work of a spy were,
in the first and second place, “spies follow people who don’t know they are being followed” (100% scored it with
a 5, “completely agree”) and “they infiltrate dangerous places” (70.3% scored it with a 5, “completely agree”). As
with the variable “knowledge”, the standard deviation and the variance were small, from which it may be under -
stood that the scores for the stereo types were very similar.

Finally, with regard to the variable
“attitudes”, it may be seen that the par-
ticipants had in their majority negative
attitudes towards CNI (Mean=2.04;
Median=1.84; Mode=1.83) to a
very similar extent. Specifically, the
items for which the lowest scores
were obtained, in first and second
place, were “they are undercover,

and I don’t know whether they are spying on me” and “I don’t trust them to work for the Spanish people”. These
scores provide evidence that the participants perceive the CNI agents as “unknown”, “undercover”, and as “dan-
gerous” agents who cannot be controlled. No significant differences were observed for the three variables according
to the educational stage or the sex of the participants.
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83.1. Effects of video screenings
When analysing the differences between the scores obtained for the variables before and after the video

screenings, it was concluded that those scores differed significantly with respect to all the items under analysis
(p<0.001 and r>0.8 for all the t-tests). Under the variable “knowledge” (t=–151.850; p<0.001; r=0.97), the
screening of the video increased knowledge of the work, the organization, and the function of the CNI in a demo-
cratic State in the total sample of participants (Meanbefore=.515; Meanafter=1.93). The effect size of the video

screening for this variable (r2=0.95) allows us
to affirm that 95% of the observed increase in
the scores for “knowledge” of participants was
due to the screening of the videos. 

Statistically significant differences were also
obtained for the variable “stereotypes” before
and after the video screening (t =193.849;
p<0.001; r=97). In total, the scores for “stereo -
types” fell for all participants from 3.426
(Meanbefore=3.426) to 1.526 (Meanafter=
1.526). 

Finally, the participants presented more
favourable scores towards the CNI under the
variable “attitudes” after the video screening

corresponding to their age group (t=–177.682; p<0.001; r=0.98), with an effect size for the video screenings of
r2=0.966, which allows us to affirm that 96.6% of the increase in the positive attitudes towards the CNI was due
to the participants having watched the videos. In Tables 4 and 5, the average scores for “knowledge”, “stereotypes”
and “attitudes” before and after the video screening are shown by educational stage and sex. 

4. Discussion and conclusions
These data allow us to conclude that the screenings of the informative animated videos increased knowledge

of the intelligence services, reduced stereotypes associated with the work of the agents, and increased positive atti-
tudes towards the work of the CNI. Hence, our study has confirmed the starting hypothesis of the authors. The
few studies completed with the police show a change before and after the children were exposed to the input,
although not as significant, nor exclusively attributable to one variable, because, for example, in the studies with
resident police officers, it was not possible to measure whether the impact was due to the presence of a police
officer or because of the personality of the specific police officer present at the educational centre (Hopkins & al.
1992). However, the impact following the screening of the videos was higher than the impact reported in studies
on the police force. Unlike the studies with the police, it was confirmed that the lack of direct contact with the
intelligence service meant that the school children had weaker and more erroneous knowledge of their functions.
However, despite that lack of knowledge, familiarity with the work ‘spy’ meant that they assumed the majority of
stereotypes that are conveyed through the communications media in its broadest sense.

Moreover, there is a great similarity between the results for students of both sexes with the results in Hinds
(2007) when, in other studies, it appeared that either one or the other sex was the most critical (Weitzer & Tuch,
1999; Flexon & al., 2009). The population of Spanish school children is therefore of greater similarity than those
of other countries. Immigration is highly concentrated in some cities, and within those, in specific neighborhoods
and colleges, so much so that the impact of that variable was not measured. Nevertheless, the schools that were
selected showed a very wide socioeconomic composition, encompassing conflictive neighborhoods and elite centres
of a religious nature, which strengthens the similarity of the views that were gathered following the screening of the
video. Neither was an abrupt cut-off point observed between age groups (children and young adolescents), as was
detected by Sindall & al. (2016).

The importance of having pedagogic materials for parents and educators has been demonstrated, in order to
widen knowledge of the security institutions among children and young people across the world where the attacks
that strike at the heart of our cities appear to be increasingly recurrent. Moreover, an understanding of the know-
ledge that school children hold of these “secret” agencies would be relevant information with which to develop
information campaigns directed at improving their role in a democratic State. This is a line of work that the authors
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8 wish to follow in a subsequent phase, in collaboration with professionals to develop didactic units that can be
employed individually or jointly with other materials and campaigns.

The videos will be used in future investigations to see whether they reduce the fear of terrorism and perceptions
of insecurity among school children, considering variables such as hours of exposure to the news and use of social
media. These variables have been proposed in the studies of Smith & Wilson (2002), which established that
watching television was a predictor of sensations of fear, and that of Comer & al. (2008), which established that
time viewing the television and Internet were variables associated with anxiety, perceptions of fear, and personal
vulnerability. Our hypothesis for future research is that the improved knowledge provided by the videos would help
to soothe the anxiety and the stress expressed by young people in reaction to the news of terrorist attacks when the
story of the “baddies” confronts the story of the “goodies” within a State that is there to protect them and yet, as has
been confirmed, remained imperceptible.

Funding Agency
This research has been funded through the collaborative agreement existing between the University of Cadiz and the CNI. This publication has
been partially granted by INDESS (Research University Institute for Sustainable Social Development) at the University of Cadiz, Spain.

Notes
1 Although the authors prefer the term ‘agent’, for the purposes of clarity, the more common term of ‘spy’ was used with young children.
2 The Spanish Educational System is organized in its obligatory phase in Primary Education (Educación Primaria) (EP), between 6 and 12 years
in age and Compulsory Secondary Education (Educación Secundaria Obligatoria) (ESO) from 12 to 16 years in age.
3 The videos are available from the following link http://bit.ly/2BMmvTF to the University of Cadiz 
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