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OVERVIEW

Pornography is now more readily accessible than at any other time in history through photographs,
magazines, books, videos, and the internet. Smart phones, tablets, video game consoles or any
device with internet connection puts graphic pornography one-click away for anyone, including
children. Pornography is not only “incomparably more accessible,” but is also “more extreme than

anything that existed even a generation ago.”

Easy “access, affordability, and anonymity”™ available online drive the increased use and potential
addiction to pornography. Estimates vary, but one survey found that 46% of men and 16% of
women between the ages of 18 and 39 intentionally view pornography in a given week.’

Rather than being “just an innocent distraction and a harmless pastime,™

pornography is “a social
toxin that destroys relationships, steals innocence, erodes compassion, and breeds violence.”™ The
increasing concerns about the harms of pornography led the Arizona Legislature to declare

pornography a public health crisis in 2019.

ANALYSIS

A growing number of Americans consider pornography morally acceptable, from 30% in 2011 to
43% in 20187 In spite of its growing acceptance, the cumulative evidence from peer-reviewed
research literature, reports, and surveys suggests that pornography harms children and
adolescents, contributes to the breakdown of the family, and fuels societal harms like “child sexual
abuse, compulsive sexual behavior, violence against women, and commercial sexual exploitation.™

PORNOGRAPHY HARMS CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS

Children and adolescents are routinely exposed to pornography, especially with its ubiquitous
presence online. A study found that among college males, nearly 49% first saw pornography before
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age 13.° Exposure to pornography, whether accidental or intentional, can lead to “a range of
notable and often troubling effects” for children and adolescents because “pornography is a poor,
and indeed dangerous, sex educator.”

1. Emotional and Psychological Harm. A survey from Australia found 53% of children
aged 11 to 17 “had experienced something on the Internet they thought was offensive or disturbing
... [plornography dominated the list of content reported. . . making them feel ‘sick,” ‘shocked,’
‘embarrassed,” ‘repulsed,’ and ‘upset.”"' The potential emotional and psychological harm is
exacerbated by deviant and shocking sexual practices in online pornography, many of which are
criminal.’?

2. Unhealthy Notions of Sex. Consumption of internet pornography by boys and girls
has been shown to “normalize the notion that women are sex objects.”” A study of Canadian
teenagers (average age of 14) found a correlation between “frequent consumption of pornography”
and the belief that “it is acceptable to hold a girl down and force her to have sex.”™* Equally
troubling, a growing number of youth are now being convicted of possessing child pornography.'s

3. Risky Sexual Behavior. Use of internet pornography is correlated “to increases in
problematic sexual activity at younger ages,” and leads to “a greater likelihood of engaging in risky
sexual behavior, such as hookups, multiple sex partners, anal sex, group sex, and using substances
during sex as young adolescents.”'

4. Sexual Aggression. A 36-month longitudinal study surveying 1,588 youth found
intentional exposure to “X-rated” material was linked to “sexually aggressive behavior,”
hypothesizing that “viewing pornography that portrays sexual aggression as rewarding may
reinforce an individual’s own proclivity toward sexually aggressive behavior.”” An Italian study of
14 to 19 year-olds found that boys who viewed pornography were significantly more likely to
report they had sexually harassed another student or forced someone to have sex, and that girls
who viewed pornographic videos were at significantly greater likelihood of being victims of sexual
harassment or sexual assault.'®

PORNOGRAPHY HARMS MARRIAGES AND FAMILIES

Pornography contributes to the breakdown of the family. Study after study has found pornography
use “to be associated with less sexual satisfaction and commitment as well as more negative

communication and infidelity among couples.”

1. Dissatisfaction with Spouse. The more pornography a husband watches, the more
likely he is to purposefully bring up pornographic images “during sex to maintain arousal, and to
experience decreased enjoyment of intimate behaviors” with his wife.® A study of 15,246
Americans found that men that viewed pornography “reported being more critical of their

partners’ bodies and less interest in actual sex.”
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2. Sense of Betrayal and Humiliation. A survey of individuals that experienced “adverse
consequences of their partner's cybersex involvement,” found that in response to finding out about
their partner’s secretive “online sexual activities,” the survey respondents felt “hurt, betrayal,
rejection, abandonment, devastation, loneliness, shame, isolation, humiliation, jealousy, and
anger, as well as loss of self-esteem” and that “[b]eing lied to repeatedly was a major cause of

distress.”??

3. Adultery. A study found that persons who commit adultery are three times more likely
to have used internet pornography than non-users.”® Another study found pornography use is
linked with more positive attitudes toward committing adultery.**

4. Divorce. Researchers in a national longitudinal study (2006-2014) found the probability
of divorce roughly doubles for men and women who begin watching pornography, while women
who quit watching pornography were significantly less likely to get divorced.” A survey of
attorneys found that 56% of divorce cases involved heightened use of internet pornography by one
partner.”

PORNOGRAPHY HARMS SOCIETY

Pornography “perpetuates a sexually toxic environment that damages all areas of our society,”
contributing to child sexual abuse, compulsive sexual behavior, violence against women, and
commercial sexual exploitation.

1. Child Sexual Abuse. First, child pornography by definition involves the exploitation
and victimization of children. Second, pedophiles use child pornography both for arousal and for
validation of their sexual abuse of children. Seeing images of children in sexual situations allows
the user to imagine that his activities or obsessions are “normal,” thus encouraging his desire to
act out. Pedophiles, and sexual predators more broadly, are known to show pornography to minors
to groom them for abuse, which is “a deliberate strategy to undermine [their] ability[y] to avoid,
resist, or escape sexual abuse.”

Third, exposure to pornography drives up child on child abuse. A study that analyzed 166 cases of
male sex offenders aged 13 to 17 from 1994 to 2005, found that sibling perpetrators had “higher
rates of pornography exposure” than non-sibling perpetrators, and concluded that “exposure to
pornography may negatively impact the sibling-victim in addition to the sibling-offender,” and
“early exposure to pornography may impact a child’s view of what is normative and impair the

ability to avoid, deter, or negotiate from dangerous situations.”

2. Compulsive Sexual Behavior. Whether or not the labels of “addiction, compulsion,
dependency, hypersexuality” are used, “the intoxicating nature of pornography cannot be
denied.”® Many consumers of pornography become “addicted” to pornography, and as with any
addiction, it can destroy their lives. A recent survey found that 11% of male college students “spend
anywhere from five to 20 hours per week” on the internet for “sexual purposes.”™ A study of
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married couples found “when one partner is preoccupied with pornography, there is also a

deterioration of romantic, family, and work life.”*

Frequent exposure to pornography can act like a drug, so that it “highjacks the brain’s reward
system” and leads to compulsive sexual behavior.” Exposure to pornography not only increases
the desire for more pornography, but the frequent use of pornography leads to a greater tolerance
of sexually explicit material, “requiring the viewer to consume more novel and bizarre material to
achieve the same level of arousal or interest.”*

3. Violence Against Women. Pornography teaches consumers that “women enjoy sexual
violence and degradation.” An analysis of 172 videos from PornHub.com™ uploaded to the site
from 2000 to 2016 found that 43% of the videos included what researchers categorized as “visible
aggression” and 15% included “nonconsensual aggression.”” “Females of all ages [including
teenagers] were more likely to display pleasure in videos featuring physical aggression than those
that did not.”® The researchers expressed concern that the amount of aggressive and demeaning
acts in the videos featuring teenagers, “may signal to viewers of all ages that these acts are not only
normative and legitimate, but perhaps even expected.”’

The violence against women that permeates pornography is bound to affect how consumers view
and treat women. A meta-analysis of 46 studies (1962-1995) concluded that the effects of viewing
pornography are “clear and consistent”— those who consume pornography are more likely to
commit sexual offenses and accept rape myths (i.e., women cause rape, should resist or prevent it,
and rapists are normal).*

4. Commercial Sexual Exploitation. Pornography feeds sexual exploitation and sexual
exploitation feeds pornography. According to the National Human Trafficking Hotline, over 70%
of all reported cases of human trafficking in 2018 involved sex trafficking, and among those over
537 cases involved individuals being used in the production of pornography.* Those who consume
pornography have no way of knowing whether the individuals in a pornographic image or video
are a victim of force, fraud, or coercion.®

In addition, the consumption of pornography by American adult males is associated with
“engaging in paid sex.” Similarly, a Swedish study found that 18-year-old males that frequently
used pornography were “significantly more likely to have sold and bought sex than other boys of

the same age.”

For more information on the harms of pornography, see The Public Health Harms of Pornography
from the National Center on Sexual Exploitation.


https://endsexualexploitation.org/wp-content/uploads/NCOSE_SymposiumBriefingBooklet_1-28-2.pdf
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BATTLING THE HARMS OF PORNOGRAPHY

Combating the harms of pornography begins in the home by ensuring that every member of the
family is aware of and protected from the devastating effects of pornography. The following
resources are available:

e To protect children and youth from online dangers Protect Young Eyes recommends the

following tech resources:

Mobicip (iPhone, Android, Chromebooks; through middle school)
Boomerang (iOS and Android; through high school)
CovenantEyes (internet accountability; all ages)

Bark (social media; all ages)

Circle with Disney (router filtering system; through middle school)

o O O O O ©O

CleanBrowsing (filtering service; all ages)

e To combat pornography addiction, Covenant Eyes and National Center on Sexual
Exploitation provide helpful resources.

CONCLUSION

Despite its growing cultural acceptance, pornography undermines the foundations of a healthy
society. The cumulative evidence from peer-reviewed research literature, reports, and surveys
strongly suggests that pornography harms children and adolescents, contributes to the breakdown
of the family, and fuels societal harms, including child sexual abuse, compulsive sexual behavior,
violence against women, and commercial sexual exploitation.

TALKING POINTS

e Pornography is not just an innocent distraction and a harmless pastime. Pornography is a
social toxin that destroys relationships, steals innocence, erodes compassion, and breeds
violence.

e Pornography is a predatory industry that has our children as its target.

e The endless supply of new pornographic images available online fuses the concepts of sex
and violence into the developing brains of today’s children and youth.
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