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I believe that Internet pornography is the #1 threat to the healthy development of our children today. In Protecting Your Children from Internet Pornography, Dr. John Foubert equips you as parents to know what you need to know and have the tough conversations you need to have with your children about this menace. This book is a must-read for all parents who love their children and want them to grow into healthy adults!

JOSH D. MCDOWELL, author/speaker

Protecting Your Children from Internet Pornography delivers what its title suggests. In his new book, Dr. Foubert, an internationally known expert, uses well-annotated, up-to-date data and real-life stories to address subjects you never find elsewhere. But most importantly, parents are given real and practical ways to protect their children. Many of those helps are very simple, like the great lists of questions to ask your teens. This book will lock you in to protecting your children!

RON DEHAAS, CEO, Covenant Eyes

Dr. John Foubert has written the essential parental guide to protecting children from pornography. The numbers of children who fall prey to the evils of pornography is staggering, eventually resulting in the destruction of personal and spiritual lives for many. In today’s technological world, parents cannot prevent their children from viewing pornography but they can prepare them to deal properly with it. Reading John Foubert’s book is more than helpful to parents. It is an obligation.

PATRICK A. TRUEMAN, President, National Center on Sexual Exploitation

Every parent needs this book. Dr. Foubert stands on a mountain of research to give us a clear view of the science behind the harms of pornography—especially for our kids. But he doesn’t stop there. This renowned expert provides pragmatic steps every parent can take to create a safe and healthy perspective on sexuality for our children. This book is desperately needed. It’s grounded, proven, and practical.

DRS. LES & LESLIE PARROTT, #1 New York Times bestselling authors of Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts

Internet pornography is the great plague of the digital age. Parents, and all who care about the well-being of children, are desperately in need of solid, reliable, scientifically validated information, and practical guidance. John D. Foubert provides both in Protecting Your Children from Internet Pornography. It’s a book that every parent needs to read.

ROBERT P. GEORGE, McCormick Professor of Jurisprudence, Princeton University

Protecting Your Children from Internet Pornography is an absolute must-read for parents everywhere. This book will open your eyes to realities you didn’t know existed and provide concrete guidance on how to appropriately address the topic in your home. John Foubert is perhaps one of the most informed scholars on the subject of pornography and the harm it can create in the entire world. His grasp and understanding of the literature makes him the perfect candidate to write this book.

CLAY OLSEN, founder, Fight the New Drug

This book will scare you about your children. Then it will do what all good scary books should do, which is tell you how to heal the problems and, even more importantly, how to prevent them. The problems caused by pornography, which is now ubiquitous, will put to a lie that ignorance is bliss. In this situation, ignorance is catastrophic. Written with heart and intelligence, John Foubert will lead you through the issues highlighting things that matter to parents. The author is readable and comes from a place of scientific knowledge and real-world experience. Don’t miss this opportunity to snatch your children back from the pornographers who want to teach your children about sex without love and dignity. It is a battle that you can win. It is a battle that you must win.

MARY ANNE LAYDEN, Director of the Sexual Trauma and Psychopathology Program, University of Pennsylvania

Protecting Your Children from Internet Pornography reflects both John Foubert’s first-rate scholarship and his deep humanity. Foubert’s advice—to children, parents, and adult users of pornography—is offered without judgment, aimed at helping the many people who are trapped in self-destructive cycles of pornography use. Illustrated with the straightforward data from scholarly research and the heart-breaking stories of people struggling with the effects of pornography, Protecting Your Children from Internet Pornography touches the reader in both the head and heart. We need both our best thinking and our deepest feeling to cope with the pornography industry’s corrosive influence on us all.

ROBERT W. JENSEN, Emeritus Professor of Journalism, University of Texas; author of Getting Off: Pornography and the End of Masculinity

Pornography is a solvent that dissolves interpersonal relationships and societal bonds, and Dr. Foubert has described the impact of internet pornography on children and emerging adults with skill and insight. Everyone should read this book, then follow his admonition to work together developing a public health policy to counter the multibillion-dollar cabal that comprises today’s modern pornography industry.

DONALD L. HILTON JR., MD, FAANS, FACS

Dr. John Foubert has done a great service to children in writing this nuanced yet accessible book. His discussion of the effects of pornography is comprehensive, science based, and unflinching. By providing practical guidance on how to talk to young people about the harms of pornography, Dr. Foubert’s book provides wisdom, hope, and a call to action.

GAIL DINES, Professor Emerita of Sociology; president, Culture Reframed

This is the best book I have read to help parents and other caring adults protect kids from the harms of pornography. It’s research-based, eye-opening, and practical. I will be recommending it for a long time.

SEAN MCDOWELL, Biola University professor, speaker, author

Meaningful family discussions about pornography need to start early since the average age at which young people first start viewing porn is nine, and by then most of them have sophisticated computer skills enabling them to easily consume and distribute hurtful online sexual images. John Foubert’s evidence-based, highly intelligible book is a much-needed resource for parents seeking effective ways of having such conversations.

WALTER DEKESEREDY, director of the Research Center on Violence; Professor of Sociology, West Virginia University

Protecting Your Children from Internet Pornography is a sobering but essential read for parents in our digital age. Not only will it awaken parents to the challenges, it offers helpful suggestions on how to start conversations with kids to help them navigate the temptation.

JON RITNER, pastor of Ecclesia Hollywood and author of Positively Irritating

Concerning internet pornography, passivity, denial, and inaction are no longer options for parents. The battle is real and relentless. You must arm yourself and your children, and there is no better resource to assist you than the book you are holding in your hands. It is thorough, compassionate, accessible, meticulously researched, and very practical. Your children need your help. This book will help you help them.

MARK HITCHCOCK, Senior Pastor, Faith Bible Church, Edmond, OK; Associate Professor of Bible Exposition, Dallas Theological Seminary

Dr. John Foubert has been a leading voice and researcher on the dangers of pornography for years. This book is a must-read for parents so they can equip their kids to understand and avoid the dangers of pornography. I love the age-appropriate questions at the end of each chapter to facilitate these important conversations with our children.

TED SHIMER, founder of the online porn addiction recovery program (thefreedomfight.org)

Dr. John Foubert has curated a powerhouse of research that will enable parents to better arm their children against the harms of porn. Written in a conversational tone, Protecting Your Children from Internet Pornography provides practical, action-oriented suggestions to safeguard kids in a world where porn is the most accessible danger to a child’s growing young mind. Get it. Read it. Your kids’ lives will be better for it!

KRISTEN A. JENSON, author of the international bestselling Good Pictures Bad Pictures read-aloud books and founder of Defend Young Minds

Protecting Your Children from Internet Pornography is a resource I wish we didn’t need, but we certainly do. John’s careful, meticulously researched treatment of how the porn industry is impacting our youth is a “must have” for parents and anyone who works with children, teens, and young adults. Foubert’s case is compelling, insightful, and practical.

DREW MOSER, director, Master of Arts in Higher Education Initiatives; Professor of Higher Education & Student Development, Taylor University
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WHY YOU SHOULD CARE ABOUT PORNOGRAPHY 

You walk into your eleven-year-old son’s bedroom. His back is to you. Over his shoulder, you can see that on his phone he is watching a violent pornographic video clip. How you react then may well have a significant impact on the rest of his life. Will you yell, ignore it, freak out? The best thing you can do as a parent is have a calm conversation with him about it, based on the facts of what pornography does to him, and to others. Are you ready for that conversation? If you are not sure you are ready for that conversation, then this book is for you.

Not long ago, the harmful nature of pornography struck me in the face and shocked my conscience. While researching ways to prevent sexual violence on college campuses, I was struck by how the pornography industry undermined my work without mercy. I wrote this book with the intent of shocking your conscience as well. Like all parents, I know you want what’s best for your kids. And in this day and age, it isn’t always easy to know what’s best. Even if you have strong opinions on what might be harmful to your children, protecting them can feel unrealistic or even impossible. But we must do our best to help our kids navigate a world where people seek to turn a profit by turning sex and sexual violence into a product and selling it to our kids. I’m here to help you understand the many ways that porn can hurt your kids and what you can do about it.

There are any number of reasons why you might not want your children viewing pornography, or you may be on the fence about it. In this book, I will provide you with data and arguments as to why viewing pornography is more harmful than you ever imagined. I also will provide you with practical suggestions on how to talk with your children about the harms of pornography. In order to have such conversations, I want you to know why viewing pornography should be avoided, beyond many of the obvious reasons that may occur to you at the outset.

I want you to understand the very latest research, perspectives of people who study pornography, and the real life stories of those whose lives have been forever changed by the products and services of an industry that makes billions by hijacking their sexuality. The intent of this book is to describe to parents what the best research today shows about the harms of pornography so that you will have a thorough understanding of the intent and effect of today’s porn. That will help you in many ways. First, it will help you have informed conversations with your children to educate them about those harms and empower them to make the choice to avoid pornography when possible. In addition, we need a more well-informed public debate about the actual harms of pornography; I sought to distill the latest and best available research for you into this book so that you can have a better informed perspective on the real, devastating harms of pornography to your children, and indeed to us all. You will read interviews from scholars who have studied pornography for many years. You’ll also read about interviews from dozens of people whose lives have been changed forever because of the lies they were sold by the porn industry.

I often hear the argument that people who perform in pornographic media choose to be there, love what they do, and find it empowering. The reality is, those perspectives are largely untrue.


It is degrading. You are constantly called names, you are constantly beat, choked, gagged; there are actually a lot of women who are held against their will. There was one girl I helped that was held against her will for about four days and was violently raped during that period…. It is just crazy that someone can get away with such a violent act against someone but everybody justifies it because you know they say, “Oh well, these women ask for it because this is the life that they chose.” It is anything but empowering.1



These are the words of January Villarubia, who, like most women who have been in the porn industry, went by an assumed name in her films. Alongside the latest research about porn, you will meet her, and many others whose lives have been affected by pornography, in this book. I encourage you to share her story, and those like it, with your children so that they can be more well-informed about the harms involved if they choose to view pornography. This is one such harm—they may perpetuate the abuse against women in pornography. Those women are somebody’s daughter, sister, or special someone. As you discuss her story with your children, I encourage you to help them recognize that January is a real person, not an object.

Like in January’s story, I’m going to talk you through some difficult material. It isn’t easy reading about things like the violence in today’s pornography. But it is critically important for us as parents because in order for us to talk with our children about pornography, we have to understand what it is that they may be coming across on their devices. Furthermore, I think it is very important that parents understand how bad today’s pornography is, so that we can be all the more motivated to protect our children from its harms. If you are reading this, you likely would do most anything to help your kids. Part of helping them is understanding that our children inhabit a porn-saturated world that we didn’t experience as children, and they need our help to navigate the dangerous road ahead. This is perhaps one of the most difficult things we will do as parents; but it is also critically important. If we want our kids to be protected from the harms of pornography, we have to start by understanding those harms ourselves. This book will bring you to the point of understanding how bad and harmful pornography is, and it will provide you with numerous practical suggestions regarding what you can do to fight back, including topics to bring up with your children and questions to ask them at the end of each chapter.

Porn Is Violent 

In the past few decades, the violence that kids (and others) have been exposed to in pornography has grown from occurring in a small niche market, to being more common, to being in almost every scene and image.2 Pornography scholar Megan Tyler notes that the early 1990s brought in a new level of violence into mainstream pornography. In the late 1990s, violence increased further. Most recently, acts so violent in pornography that they lead women to vomit are mainstream.3 Scenes degrading women by showing men’s bodily fluids on their face are now commonplace on the internet.4 Though some pornographers, and those who support them, occasionally play down the violence in pornography, scholars who study pornography note that men in the industry celebrate the fact that their work is abusive.5

One of the most important things about pornography that we need to understand as parents is the way that it objectifies the people in porn, particularly the women. At some point in your life, you have probably heard the phrase “pornography objectifies women.” Essentially what this means is that pornography turns a human being into an object to be acted upon, without agency, and without humanity. Objectification in pornography isn’t just a philosophical statement; it is fact supported by strong evidence. Research has shown that the more pornography men use, the more they see women as objects, not as people.6 And given the content of pornography, it is no wonder that men see women in it as objects. A 2020 study of internet video clips found that 45% of scenes in online pornography include at least one act of physical aggression. Spanking, gagging, slapping, hair pulling, and choking are the five most common forms of physical aggression.7 Furthermore, in pornography with aggression, women are the target in 97% of the scenes, and the response that they have been told to have during the aggression, while they were being filmed, is almost always either neutral or positive. Men were the perpetrators of aggression against women in 76% of scenes.8 Thus, pornography teaches viewers that women like to be hit during intimate activity, sending the message that men’s violence against women is acceptable. This is a message that we obviously don’t want being sent to, or believed by, our children.

Why do you need to know about pornography if you don’t already? For too long, people have thought of pornography use as a private issue that wasn’t anyone else’s business. In fact, pornography is harmful to those who make it and to those who use it, and in turn, harmful to sexual partners or victims who may be hurt by the mistaken point of view that women like to be objects of violence.

One of the scholars I interviewed for this book, Dr. Robert Jensen, is an emeritus professor of journalism at the University of Texas and the author of Getting Off: Pornography and the End of Masculinity.9 Dr. Jensen has studied trends in pornography for several decades. He commented on the change in pornography in recent decades.


In the last twenty-five years we know that porn got more aggressive, porn got more extreme. The sexualization of male dominance over females intensified. That is unquestionably true. Nobody in the industry would argue that…. We also know that porn got more culturally acceptable, not that everybody likes it, but it is part of mainstream culture in a way it wasn’t before. That is the paradox of porn. You would think that something that got more cruel, more callous, more aggressive and more racist at the same time would not become more acceptable in the culture. That tells you something important. It tells you that pornographic values are in fact mainstream. In some sense a lot of that was predictable. What wasn’t predictable I think, although in retrospect it should have been, is the degree to which younger women would embrace porn as a sign of liberation. That caught me by surprise.10



Porn Is Central in American Culture 

So just how mainstream are pornography and pornographic values today? One in four internet searches are done to access pornography.11 A study done in 2020 found that 94% of men and 87% of women have seen pornography at some point in their lifetime.12 Among users of Amazon.com, 92% of men and 60% of women viewed some form of pornography in the previous month. The three primary kinds of pornography consumed were written pornography, pictures, and videos. Videos were consumed most often, but women were much more likely to consume written pornography than men.13

Of course, it isn’t just adults who are looking at pornography. About half of eighth graders have viewed pornography. Such viewing makes early sexual debut, unsafe sex, and multiple sexual partners more likely.14 On average, boys see pornography first at the age of thirteen and girls at the age of seventeen.15 Access to pornography is easy for this age group, given that pornography is most often accessed through smartphones.16 This fact should give pause to any parent whose child wants a smartphone.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, pornography use increased by 11%.17 Data released by one of the world’s most popular internet porn sites reveals that in 2019 alone, there were over 42 billion visits to its website.18 If you watched all the new videos uploaded in just one year on that popular pornography site, it would take you 168 years to watch them all.19

The mainstream nature of pornography in society today is made possible by the universal accessibility of pornography through portable electronic devices. Smartphones have allowed internet pornography use to increase dramatically.20 Along with accessibility, technological changes have made obtaining and viewing pornography something that people, regardless of their age, can do anonymously. In the past, to obtain pornography, people needed to interact directly with a live person—workers at video rental stores or checkout staff in convenience stores. Identification would need to be shown. This deterred some children from directly accessing pornography, though they could still often get it from other people. However, today any kid with a smartphone, computer, or iPad can access millions of free images through a simple web browser. Rounding out the “Three A’s” of pornography, affordability is another reason that use is so ubiquitous.21 There is a lot of free porn available, even on the initial screens of paid websites.

Pornography is mainstream not only in popular culture, but also in the business world. In order to understand pornography, the first thing to realize is that it is a business that wants to maximize profit. In 2010, worldwide pornography revenues from a variety of sources (the internet, sex shops, videos rented in hotel rooms) were approximately $100 billion.22 That staggering amount of money is more than the combined revenues of Microsoft, Google, Amazon, eBay, Yahoo, Apple, and Netflix that same year.23 The money that porn makes in the United States each year, about $13 billion, exceeds the combined revenues of the National Football League, Major League Baseball, and the National Basketball Association.24

When you think about where all of this money goes, you are likely thinking the big pornography producers. And to a large extent, you are right. However, a significant amount of money is also being made by companies that aren’t usually thought of as being part of the larger money-generating machine of porn. Not long ago, Time Warner reportedly made so much money off of pornography that it had the rapt attention of their then-CEO, Glenn Britt. In an article for a pornography business trade publication, Britt is quoted as complaining that revenues from their video-on-demand service were falling. He blamed the decline in profits on the rising availability of free online pornography.25 Of course the major credit card companies make a lot of money from paid online sites, though that may be changing with their realization that they are subsidizing child exploitation. It is important to note that there are many mainstream businesses that have a substantial investment in keeping pornography as a vibrant moneymaker for them.

Of course, most pornography today is free to the user, at least at first. But people who use it for free still make money for the pornography websites through advertising revenue. The more people who visit a “free” porn site, the more money they can charge for advertising. Even free porn isn’t really free. Another scholar I interviewed, Dr. Walter DeKeseredy, has written about twenty books and is the author of a prominent theory about sexual violence. Currently, he serves as director of the Research Center on Violence at West Virginia University. According to Dr. DeKeseredy, making such a high volume of pornography free is a trick to get the user to spend money in other ways—for example, on using phone sex or premium content that is behind a pay wall. He noted significant concern about how young people are having their brains rewired to think of sexual relations as violent. This violence is creating a generation of children who are increasingly likely to think that sex and violence should mix.

If you were alive and old enough to understand the news in the year 1994, you likely remember the iconic picture of leaders of several big tobacco companies testifying before Congress.26 In contrast to a mountain of data available, some of which they themselves reportedly suppressed, the tobacco industry executives testified that they didn’t believe cigarettes were addictive. Interestingly, they also said they hoped that their own children wouldn’t smoke. In a similar way, there are powerful voices today that try to convince the public that using pornography isn’t harmful.27 Their claims stand against hundreds if not thousands of studies demonstrating that pornography harms people, often badly.28 Just because someone who is powerful says something that sounds convincing, doesn’t make it accurate. Sometimes, these people have ulterior motives. As you read this book, I hope that first and foremost you will consider the evidence offered and come to your own conclusions.

Pornography Impacts Behavior 

Does viewing pornography impact the behavior of our children, and others? The weight of the scientific evidence offers a convincing response: yes. How? Pornography creates a sexual script that then guides people’s sexual experiences.29 A sexual script essentially expresses the ideas that people have in their mind about how a sexual encounter unfolds from beginning to end. The script that today’s pornography encourages is anything but consensual and affectionate. It is extremely violent, steering people into selfish acts of sexualized violence.

Anti-pornography author Pamela Paul notes that the ubiquity of pornography has made our culture “pornified,” meaning that aspects of and values within pornography have seeped into popular culture. Indeed, the vast majority of movies made today are pornographic. The most recent data reveals that 11,000 new porn films are shot each year versus just four hundred G, PG, PG-13, and R-rated Hollywood movies. The 11,000 figure doesn’t even include pornography that is not in a movie, such as in still photographs or increasingly popular short snippets on a website.30

Much of this book will help you as a parent understand the connection between watching pornography and acting out what one sees. One way that pornography is affecting today’s sexual behavior is in the rising popularity of anal sex, including among teenagers. In fact much of today’s pornography includes male-to-female anal sex. There is growing evidence that men are requesting this behavior in their own sexual relationships. In my interview with Dr. DeKeseredy, he noted that medical journals are now showing an increase in women’s rectal damage from anal sex. It doesn’t take a physician to tell you that there is a connection between the two.

Perhaps more than any group, pornography is impacting young men. One of the leading scholars of gender and masculinity is Dr. Michael Kimmel, a professor at SUNY Stony Brook. He describes a typical pornography scene as an “erotic paradise where both women and men are constantly on the prowl, looking for opportunities for sexual gratification,” robbing women of their agency and creating a fantasy world that “is in fact a projection of men’s sexuality.”31

No wonder so many guys want to look, and get hooked. One of Kimmel’s more interesting findings is that young men gravitate toward more extreme, violent forms of pornography. Their viewing patterns are often group oriented with casual banter among guys making fun of the women in the images they ingest. By contrast, today’s adult men tend to watch pornography alone or with a partner, and lean toward genres where women appear to have high sexual desire and enjoy what they are doing. Younger guys do not typically seek women’s expressed pleasure in pornographic media. Though the female actor may speak words of enjoyment, the facial expressions, tears, and positions make the woman out to be pained, prostituted, and humiliated. Furthermore, the language used by pornography users encourages the denigration of women.32 This trend toward younger guys seeking more violent pornography is a dangerous sign for our children, given the connections between watching and imitating sexualized violence.

Another harm, referred to in my interview with Dr. Robert Jensen, comes up in men’s intimate relationships. He noted that after his talks about pornography to a variety of audiences, he often has men come up to him saying, “I can’t get an erection without thinking about porn. I can’t perform sexually if I don’t have a pornographic loop going on in my mind.” Research I will review later in this book confirms this observation.

One of the leading thinkers about pornography today is philosopher Dr. Rebecca Whisnant at the University of Dayton. When I interviewed Dr. Whisnant, she noted that the pornography industry has a financial incentive to get people, especially boys and men, habituated early in life on a kind of online sexual experience so that they, as an industry, can maximize profit.

Another scholar I will introduce you to in this book is Dr. Mary Anne Layden; she is the director of the Sexual Trauma and Psychopathology Program at the University of Pennsylvania. She points to yet another harm of pornography she realized through her practice as a therapist. In a book chapter she wrote in The Social Costs of Pornography she shared:


I’ve been a psychotherapist for twenty-five years. I specialize in the treatment of sexual violence victims and perpetrators and sex addicts. I spend all day, every day talking to rapists, and rape victims, pedophiles and incest survivors, sex addicts, pornography addicts, prostitutes, strippers, and pornography models. After I had done this work for about ten years, I had a sudden realization that I hadn’t treated one case of sexual violence that didn’t involve pornography. You don’t have to have a PhD in psychology to realize something is going on here.33



The people she has treated evidence the link between pornography and sexual violence. We will go into this phenomenon in detail in chapter 3.

Indeed, something is going on here. In the rest of the book, we will explore the issues I’ve introduced in this chapter more thoroughly. As we do, the definition I will use for pornography is one used by researcher Michael Lastoria: “Any kind of material aimed at creating or enhancing sexual feelings or thoughts in the recipient and at the same time containing explicit exposure and/or descriptions of the genitals and/or sexual acts.”34 This definition encompasses pornographic materials such as videos, pictures, and text. This definition will allow us to look broadly at a wide variety of impacts. The research on these impacts sends a strong message: pornography inflicts devastating harms on the viewer.

Why This Book? 

I wrote this book so that you could gain a better understanding of the research on how pornography is harming our relationships, our children, our society, and us. Depending upon how you view the world, you may believe that pornography harms a great deal, or little to not at all. You may believe that there are some obvious benefits to pornography. I start by saying I respect where you, the reader, are coming from on this topic. What I hope you will consider as you read this book is that there are harms of pornography that you likely have not thought about before, particularly harms that can be done to your children when they become exposed to it. You have probably discovered harms in this very chapter that you were unaware of before. Whether you think porn is a cancer on our society or is a tool for women’s empowerment, I hope that you will read this book critically and consider the evidence it offers.

I wrote this book to shock your conscience because shocked consciences promote action—and action is exactly what I hope to inspire, action to curtail the use of pornography, action to protect our children from having their sexuality hijacked, and action to hold pornographers accountable for their distribution of illegal, obscene material. I don’t intend to make my arguments with flimsy statistics or hyperbolic statements. Rather, I intend to expose you to the reality of the content, intent, and effects of pornography on you and those you love, most especially, your children.

On the personal side, it may be that you have viewed pornography a few times and thought it was gross, you may love it and watch it daily, or you may have never seen it. No matter what exposure to pornography you have had, others around you have been exposed. The statistics I share in this chapter, and throughout the book, testify to that reality. Pornography use has become nearly ubiquitous for men in the United States, for a growing number of women, and for a majority of teens and a growing number of preteens. The lessons they learn from porn shape our culture—the culture you inhabit.

I intend to describe, in the plainest and most reliable way possible, the effects of pornography. I am a scholar who has studied and written about sexual violence since 1992; I’ve studied the effects of pornography since 2006. In addition to findings from rigorous, peer-reviewed research, I will interweave descriptions of experiences of people I interviewed for this book who are like you and those you know. They will describe how pornography has affected their lives. Their stories are likely to resonate with you. Each research participant I interviewed selected their own pseudonym for this book, so I will refer to each using the name they chose. I have altered details that are not central to understanding their lives, in order to help protect their anonymity. In this book, I will also share the perspectives of some of the most renowned scholars and thought leaders about pornography today. Their real names are used, with their permission. This book will introduce you to their professional roles and their best research and ideas about pornography.

I caution you. If you are someone who has experienced sexual violence or someone who might be described as “easily grossed out”—there are portions of this book that you may find very difficult to read. You may choose not to read some parts or even choose not to read this book at all and give it away to a friend. While doing the research for this book, I often became sick to my stomach or deeply disturbed by the research I read, and the interviews I conducted; especially when I thought about how pornography could affect my children. I encourage you to proceed cautiously with reading what is contained in this book. Do so if and only if you believe you are ready to hear disturbing material. And please take good care of yourself as you do. My great hope is that this book will play a pivotal role in motivating a new generation of parents who can speak intelligently about the harms of pornography to their children and to others and who understand why we need to band together to fight the hundred-billion-dollar porn industry. The health of the next generation depends upon it. Thank you for choosing this book. I hope you find it powerful, informative, and motivating. For even more updated information on the harms of pornography, please visit my website, www.johnfoubert.com and check out the section “Is Porn Bad?” for the latest research on the harms of pornography.

Practical Suggestions 

We opened this chapter with a scenario in which you find your eleven-year-old son using pornography. My best suggestion is to have many conversations with your children before they enter the tween years, conversations where you talk about your family’s values on taking pictures and how we don’t take pictures of people without their clothes on. Because we don’t take pictures of people who don’t have clothes on, we also don’t look at pictures of people without their clothes on.

Even before having that talk, it is important to build a relationship where having such conversations is possible. Dr. Cynthia Chioco-Conroy is a clinical psychologist I interviewed for this book. Her major piece of practical advice for parents is to foster a relationship with your children where lines of communication are wide open. She suggests that as you make parenting decisions, you prioritize making choices that nurture and protect the parent/child open communication relationship. She also had advice on many practical questions to ask your children. Throughout this book, I will share, at the end of each chapter, questions you can ask your children.

Dr. Chioco-Conroy acknowledges that it is difficult to have a conversation with your child about the issue of pornography; she also states that it is critical and that it should be an ongoing dialogue. As a resource, she recommends the website Defendyoungminds.com as one that can be very helpful.

Questions that Dr. Chioco-Conroy suggests that we use when talking with our younger children about pornography include: “Have you heard your friends or other people talking about pornography?” “What are some things that you remember them saying?” “What do they talk about?” “Do you know what pornography is?” And give them a simple definition of what it is. Other questions might be, “Have any of your friends seen pornography? Have you yourself seen anything you know that made you feel uncomfortable? Have you seen pornography? Has anything on your computer popped up that you think might have been pornography?”

For older children who are in the tweens and teens stage, Dr. Chioco-Conroy notes that we should acknowledge the importance of their peer group. Questions to ask tweens and teens include “Have you seen pornography when you have been with your friends?” “What questions do you have about things that you have seen or heard?” Equally important is listening carefully to what your child says and let that guide you to ask further questions. She added, “In the teens and tweens stage, that peer group becomes important, so ask them, when they have seen pornography, have they been with their friends? And really listening to what your child says will guide you then to know what next questions to ask. But those might be ways to begin that conversation.” Also: “What questions do you have about things that you have seen or heard?”

Another counselor I interviewed is Donnie Van Curen, LMFT (licensed marriage and family therapist). I asked him for some advice on what parents can do to prepare to educate their kids about pornography. Similar to Dr. Chioco-Conroy, he emphasized that parents should make it a high priority to build a strong relationship with their children. He recommends investing time in our children (with our phones off) and focusing on building a solid relationship.

So, if you were to find your eleven-year-old son looking at pornography, my advice as a father and as someone who has studied pornography for many years is to build on the relationship you have built with your son and have a calm conversation with him about it. Discuss how it is natural for him to be drawn to these images, but these pictures are harmful to his development as a person. As you read the rest of this book, you will learn much more about these harms and can educate your children about them using your own style, preferences, and manner. Now, I hope you will read on to learn about these harms as we work together to educate and protect our children. Let’s continue unpacking the problem of pornography in these next pages.

Talk with Your Children 

This chapter briefly introduces several topics. I encourage you to bring up all of these with your children, bearing in mind which of them are, in your view, age-appropriate. Many of these topics will be dealt with later in the book in greater detail, offering you a chance to discuss them further. At the end of each chapter you will find a “Talk with Your Children” section, which both summarizes key topics and themes and includes thought-provoking questions for your teen or tween children. You might also read aloud from the chapter, choosing sections or passages you find most relevant.

The topics below are ones I recommend you discuss with your children. After having an initial discussion of these concepts, go to the next section and consider asking your children the questions provided.

Topic 1: Pornography is degrading to people in it. People in pornography note that they are treated violently and some are even held hostage while the pornographic material is being filmed. Those women are somebody’s daughter, sister, or special someone.

Topic 2: Pornography is degrading, especially toward women.

Topic 3: Pornography objectifies women (and men). That means you don’t really see someone as a person worthy of respect, but as an object to be used. Research has shown that the more pornography people use, the more they see women as objects and not as people. This is dangerous because the more you see someone as an object, the easier it is to justify hurting them. In much of pornography, the lesson is that women like to be hit during intimate activity, sending the message that men’s violence against women is okay.

Topic 4: The more some people watch pornography, the more they will want to experience what they see. This is dangerous because so much of today’s pornography is violent.

Topic 5: The more some men watch pornography, the less able they are to function sexually with a real-life partner.

Questions to Ask Your Children 

You can use the questions below to talk with your children about the content in this chapter.

Children who are 8–12 years old 


1. If someone showed you a picture of people who didn’t have their clothes on, what do you think you would do?

2. Do you think it is okay to watch videos where people have no clothes on?

3. If you are over at a friend’s house and they told you they wanted to show you something cool but that you can’t tell your parents, what would you say?



Children who are 13–17 years old 


1. When your friends hand you their iPhones or iPads, what kinds of things do they show you?

2. In the past, what have you done when a friend of yours handed you a smartphone and it had pictures of people who didn’t have clothes on?

3. How did looking at the pictures make you feel inside?

4. Were any of the images you’ve seen in pornography violent?

5. What do you think the makers of pornography want you to think when they show violent content in their video clips?

6. If you based your views on what sex should be like on the pornography you have seen, what do you think the consequences of that decision would be?
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PORN AND THE BRAIN 

Now that you have read the first chapter providing you with an overview of some of the harms of pornography, it is time for us to begin to get more specific about these harms. In this chapter, we will get into the impact pornography has on the brain. You may have heard that pornography rewires the brain, or that it causes erectile dysfunction, or that it is addictive. There is strong evidence to support all of these conclusions.1 In this chapter, I invite you to join me as we explore pornography’s biological effects, particularly those that occur in the brains of our children. Knowing what is going on in the brains of our children, both literally and figuratively, is important for us as parents. Dr. Chioco-Conroy believes that parents should strive to be among the first people our kids consider safe and trustworthy, so that our children are “open and transparent with us about what is going on in their minds, what they are experiencing.” Knowing what is going on in the minds of our children helps us to be proactive in helping them avoid and interpret the pornography they may be exposed to in their daily lives.

Porn Rewires the Brain 

To that end, what do we, as parents, need to know about what is going on in the minds of our children? Therapist Donnie Van Curen provides some good suggestions. He notes that our children should know how pornography is processed in the brain, and especially the effects of dopamine (discussed later in this chapter). He added that our children should know that pornography can be addictive. Furthermore, he noted that children need to be taught that the brain’s emotional area is faster to develop than the logical area. This is relevant because children need to be taught how to defend against attacks to their emotions. He added that parents “need to know the agenda of the porn industry; they need to understand that this is an attack, that this is a very well-funded, well-organized attack on your child.”

In recent years, one of the most interesting findings about the effects of pornography focuses on how pornographic images rewire the brain. Gaining an understanding of exactly how the brain can be rewired is important, in order to have a full understanding of how viewing pornography can impact behavior, especially the behavior of your children.

Some of the most convincing studies of the brain and pornography come from investigating brain scans. In one experiment, the brains of men were scanned while they viewed porn. When neurologists looked at their brain scans, men’s brains reacted to women as if they were objects, not people.2 This is important because when we look at people as objects it makes violence against them much more acceptable,3 and as a thoughtful parent, you likely do not want violence and sex to be mixed with your children when they become sexually active.

Research comparing the brains of people who are addicted to pornography versus those who are not has found that addicts like pornography just as much as others, but they desire it much more. Researchers noted that all men who were tested liked pornography, but addicted men felt like they had to have it.4 In an interesting twist, the men who were addicted to pornography had first seen porn much earlier in their lives than did the healthy men. This gives us another reason to be concerned about children who watch pornography from earlier ages.

Another reason for us to be concerned for our children has to do with the way pornography rewires the brain. Gary Wilson has chronicled a series of studies about pornography and the brain. Wilson is the author of the bestselling book Your Brain on Porn5 and the website of the same name. His research supports the conclusion that pornography retrains the brain. He reports that the very maps that nerve cells travel through the brain become rerouted as people use more and more pornography. A main point to remember from these studies is “nerve cells that fire together, wire together.”

But how does this happen? If a person, particularly a vulnerable young person with an immature brain, experiences sexual release through self-stimulation while watching pornography, their sexual desire becomes retrained from the pre-wired desire for sexual gratification achieved through interacting with another person, to the rewired desire for images on a screen. Furthermore, as men become less aroused by initial, more tame images, they begin to seek novelty—often more violent images—to obtain the same level of physical and psychological arousal. This “novelty and habituation” effect has been shown experimentally. Specifically, men were shown the same explicit film repeatedly. After time, they found it less arousing (they habituated to it), but once exposed to a new film (novelty) their arousal increased to the same level as it was when first seeing the initial film. In short, the same old images become boring after a while, so the body seeks new ones to keep its arousal up.6

This habituation rang true with “Greg,” a research participant for this book. Greg is a secondary school teacher in a private school and part-time graduate student who is about to turn twenty-seven. He comes across as charismatic, good-looking, and thoughtful. He admits to a lifelong battle, indeed addiction, to pornography. He described some of his initial forays into pornography as a young teenager like this:


At first watching people have sex disturbed me, I didn’t want to see it. But then slowly, it is totally a drug. I developed tolerance. So, what shocked me became interesting and what used to interest me became boring. And it took more variety, more frequency to get the same effect. And the really wicked part about it is it gets more perverted. So, I felt that happening and it terrified me. After a while I realized I was addicted and I needed to do anything it takes to get out of this.



Greg is describing what I’ve been talking about in this chapter; the rewiring of his brain. Much of this rewiring occurs because of a brain chemical called dopamine. As Gary Wilson describes it, dopamine functions within the body to motivate you to do what is in the best interest of your genes. The more dopamine that is released in your body, the more you are drawn to a particular experience. The highest amount of dopamine is released when someone is sexually stimulated and experiences sexual release. Other researchers have described dopamine as essentially the glue that holds together the connection of nerves in our brain that lead us to repeat behaviors.7 Our children can be especially susceptible to this dopamine release, given that their brains are still developing.

When it comes to dopamine, we learn from neuroscience that dopamine works alongside opioids (the natural morphine-like substance in our bodies). Dopamine influences the desire for an experience; the opioid makes you like it. Internet porn provides unlimited sexual stimuli, stimulating dopamine to continuously release to a chemical level that is nearly impossible to match through natural human bodily experiences. Thus, the brain becomes trained for a level of stimulation (to constantly available computer images) that can’t possibly be duplicated in real life.8

When brain cells that fire together wire together,9 the brain is linking up the nerves for sexual excitement with the nerves that store memories of how the body got to that level of excitement. When a viewer opens up a porn site that is found satisfying, the dopamine level in the brain and connections between nerve cells bond in stronger and stronger ways. This is especially true with younger people, whose brains and sexual associations are just beginning to form.

In the process of using more and more pornography, the brain gets used to self-stimulation to porn and feeling a pleasurable release. What people don’t usually realize is that gradually, their brain starts to fight that release. Gary Wilson reports that when the brain keeps experiencing abnormally high levels of stimulation (such as with sexual release while watching porn), it moves into a protective mode of lowering the dopamine release, so that people will want less of the overly stimulating experience. So, with less dopamine, the viewer becomes less satisfied with self-stimulating to the same old porn. The individual is then compelled to desperately seek stimulation that might provide the same levels of dopamine experienced previously. The brain changes, physically, and becomes bored with the images it saw before and needs more and more to reach the same levels of arousal.10 This is just like the experience Greg described of what happened to him when he was a teen. This greater need for stimulation is called tolerance. And tolerance is one of the key markers of addiction.

Greg’s experience is a commonly referenced phenomenon with pornography use, which is having to seek more extreme and violent images, which once seemed too disgusting, in order to achieve the same level of arousal as when one initially looked at pornography. Dr. Bridges mentioned that in her research she found that users of pornography tend to slide into more and more extreme images. Through a process of habituation, images that first lead us to have a strong emotional reaction lose their punch over time as they are viewed repeatedly. To achieve the same emotional response, more and more extreme images are needed to elicit a shock response. Quite simply, Bridges reminds us that we become bored quickly.11

The process of rewiring the brain is also described by Dr. Struthers. He notes that men are primarily visual when it comes to sexual cues. He observed, “When these cues are detected, they trigger a cascade of neurological, chemical, and hormonal events. In some ways they are like the ‘hit’ of a drug—there is a rush of sexual arousal and energy that accompanies it. How a man learns to deal with this energy and to form an appropriate response to it is part of becoming a mature adult.”

Dr. Struthers notes that when males get aroused and respond to that arousal through self-stimulation, their brains remember the experience and it leads to a pattern of behavior that can occur again in the future regularly.12

Pornography’s Impact on Sexual Functioning 

This rewiring of the brain leads to several other ill effects. The most disturbing to many men (and women who are their partners) is erectile dysfunction, specifically, the inability to obtain and maintain an erection. Many men who become addicted to pornography experience both erectile dysfunction and decreased attraction to live partners. In fact, over half of porn addicts have one or the other of these two experiences.13 Building on this research, another set of neurologists found that if a man’s use of porn is “compulsive,” there is a greater than 50% chance he will have difficulty achieving an erection with a real partner, but will have no trouble having erections with porn.14 Further research showed that if pornography use is “addictive” that over 60% had erectile dysfunction with a woman, but not when they used pornography.15

A more recent study found that problematic pornography use is associated with problems in sexual functioning for both men and women.16 Some men then give up pornography so they can recover a healthy, real-life sexual functioning.17

Do younger people experience problems in this area? Surprisingly, yes, sometimes. One study of adolescents found that 26% had experienced erectile dysfunction. Another found that 30% of men between ages eighteen and twenty-five had experienced ED.18 When medical professionals have been surveyed, they note that decades ago, almost no men under forty complained to their doctors about ED. Today, one in four new ED patients are under the age of forty. For these young men, they lack chronic or temporary illnesses, common to older men, as an explanation for ED.19 As evidence that this rise in ED is connected to pornography use, another study found that men who consumed pornography more than once a week had twice as high levels of ED than men who viewed pornography less than once a week.20

Greg, whom we met earlier, can vouch for these findings.


Based on my experience with it, it is an addiction, I know that dopamine is involved; neural pathways are involved. I have trained myself over the years through the use of pornography. I’ve just basically reversed the dopamine in my brain; my natural functions have rerouted. So, I think that sex with a real person who would be my wife wouldn’t work like it should, if I ever get married. Like it may not be stimulating to me. It makes me feel like I’ve ruined my life. But, I still have hope, I mean I can change, I hear. I’ve heard psychologists talk about neuroplasticity, that itself gives me hope, miracles aside …



Neuroplasticity: Can the Brain Reboot? 

Sexual functioning that has been lost through excessive pornography use can be regained, according to neurologists, because of what is called neuroplasticity. Neurologists define neuroplasticity as the ability of the brain to build and rebuild connections. This neuroplasticity effect is something that neurologists have found in the brains of people who stop using pornography, where their brain begins to reboot to the originally designed way of functioning. But it isn’t easy. Gary Wilson reports that several studies examining brain scans of pornography users (not addicts, but users) found that with increasing porn use comes a weaker brain, a reduced sense of reward from everyday activities, and weaker willpower. Therein lies one of the insidious elements of porn: it hooks a person and, with more use, weakens their ability to leave it behind. After prolonged pornography use, the reward system in the brain simply wears out.

Gary Wilson also reports a wide variety of harms from porn including “depression, anxiety, stress, and social malfunctioning, as well as less sexual and relationship satisfaction and altered sexual tastes, poorer quality of life and health, and real-life intimacy problems.”21 Of course, all of this is very concerning, especially if we see these symptoms in our children.

An addicted condition is not without hope, however. Wilson notes that recovery from an addiction to pornography can occur thanks to the neuroplasticity of the brain. The process obviously necessitates abstinence from viewing pornography. This can take between two and six months, in a process called rebooting.

So, what goes on within the brain when a person views pornography? Dr. William Struthers noted that part of the function of the brain is to consume and digest information. Information that has a good deal of emotion attached to it gets stored and can be used later. Images that sexually arouse the viewer tend to get stored, and can be recalled later. This is a way that pornography can take control of the brain, given that the brain itself doesn’t actively decide what memories to keep and what memories to dispose of. These sexual images can create impulses in males that lead them to become buried more deeply in the world of pornography. Some even become addicted to it.22

Defining “Addiction” 

So, all this leads to a question many people have. How is an addiction to pornography defined? Parents in particular may want to know how they can tell if their children are at the point of addiction. Gary Wilson subscribes to the “3 C Theory”—craving, (loss of) control, and (negative) consequences. With craving, someone becomes focused on getting, using, or getting over the use of a substance or experience. As behavior becomes less under the control of the individual, they use the substance for longer periods of time and more frequently, largely due to their increased level of tolerance. They then experience the consequences that come with addiction: physical, interpersonal, work, financial, and psychological problems.23

Though some people question whether pornography can be addictive, in a study looking at brain scans of males, neurologists found that the brain activity among heavy porn users showed a behavioral addiction, just like substance and gambling addiction.24 In addition, research shows that the psychological and neurobiological aspects of addictive disorders also happen with pornography use.25

Brain science has also found that being addicted to pornography can have serious consequences. For example, studies of the brain show that if someone is addicted to pornography, they tend to have problems at work or school and doing the things we need to do, day to day.26 In addition, brain science has shown that people addicted to pornography have their past maps for normal sexuality rewired and reinforced by pornography to prefer more explicit, graphic images in order to maintain arousal.27

Brain science has also found that the more hours per week someone uses pornography, the less gray matter volume they have in their brain. Yes, indeed—with more hours per week of watching pornography, the brain actually shrinks. In addition, connected tissues that are associated with healthy brain functioning begin to deteriorate with increasing hours of use.28 Thus, the more people use pornography, the less capable their brains are of processing information. Among adolescents age twelve to sixteen, pornography addiction impairs recent verbal memory.29 Verbal memory, of course, is important for doing well in school and communicating effectively with other people.

Digging deeper into this brain phenomenon, a group of neurologists studied more brain scans of people who use pornography. They did an experiment in order to demonstrate a cause-and-effect relationship. They found that people who use more pornography become less able to wait for gratification than are people who use less pornography. Because internet pornography supplies a never-ending stream of potential visual rewards, and given that sexual rewards are so strongly reinforcing (due to dopamine), the brain becomes retrained to demand more rewards earlier, rather than waiting for better rewards later.30

Despite the strong evidence available, there has been controversy about whether people can be addicted to pornography.31 The answer from neurologists who study this phenomenon is clear: yes, pornography has the power to be addictive for some people.32 Additional studies have found that some of the people most likely to become addicted are those who try to use sexual activity to get themselves out of undesirable emotional states or to reduce stress.33

A small, contrarian group of researchers argues that pornography addiction doesn’t exist. This group of psychologists and one psychiatrist attempted a study looking at brain images and tried to argue that the scans they studied showed that pornography is not addictive. However, further review of the images by neurologists showed the opposite: pornography is addictive!34

I had the chance to interview Dr. Donald Hilton, one of the authors of many studies about the addictive nature of pornography. He told me that his research team defined addiction as “a continued engagement in a self-destructive behavior despite adverse consequence.” He added that we now know much more about how the brain operates with someone suffering from addiction. He noted that we now understand a lot more quickly about how the brain develops addictions, and that pornography is one of the things to which people can become addicted.

Further research looking at brain responses during an MRI, another method of imaging the brain, has found strong evidence of addiction by showing different responses to wanting and liking an image. Addicts tend to want it more than others, but like it just the same. The brains of addicts responded similarly to those of people addicted to drugs, “firing up” in a similar pattern. Those who were not addicted to porn had different, normal responses.35

One research participant I interviewed for this book, Paul, had no trouble labeling his pornography use as an addiction. When I met him, he was eager to tell his story of overcoming, yet still living with, a porn addiction. When I interviewed him, it had been several years since he had last seen pornography. He noted that at his lowest point of his porn addiction he went to a trusted adult, admitted his porn addiction, and asked for help. He still struggles to avoid pornography, but is in a much better place. Part of his plan is to have a computer and phone that don’t have access to pornography.

Paul’s adult confidant was in many ways similar to a great parent. He was a helpful source of support for Paul to turn to in his struggle. His confidant knew that struggle well from his own life. In fact, it caused him to lose his job. He knew from painful experience the dire consequences of this addiction.

Another effect that pornography has on the brain, according to Dr. Hilton, comes to us from research showing that the more people watch pornography each week, the more their brains shrink, as we noted above. Related research has also shown that viewing pornography slows down the short-term memory of people who view it.36 So yes, if you thought that porn makes people less intelligent, there is now evidence from neurologists to support that conclusion.37

Excitement or Satisfaction? 

Essentially, pornography does a better job exciting the user, be they a child or an adult, than it does satisfying him. In fact, given that children’s brains are still developing, the effects pornography has on them can be all the more impactful.

The brain has two pleasure centers, and porn affects the two pleasure centers in the brain differently. The excitement center fires up when one has an appetite for sex, food, or something similarly rewarding. The excitement center is primarily related to dopamine. The other system, the satisfaction center, deals with actually experiencing sex, a meal, or something else similarly rewarding. Its most relevant brain chemical, also called a neurotransmitter, are natural endorphins, which are like the body’s opiates. Internet pornography provides an infinite number of sexual objects, thus stimulating the appetite system. The result of continued, addictive use of porn is that the plasticity in the brain alters their brain’s road maps, and they can’t help continuing to seek more and more extreme pornography, for more and more dopamine, even though they become less and less satisfying. This is the vicious cycle that devastates people who are addicted to pornography.38

Talk with Your Children 

You may find it useful to read this chapter with your child, or alternatively, to summarize its contents with them so that you can discuss the relevant issues below. Either way, I recommend discussing some of the following topics:

Topic 1: The biological effects of pornography on the brain. Specifically, discuss how pornography rewires the brain so that over time they will prefer images on a phone to people.

Topic 2: Erectile dysfunction. Depending upon the age of your children, their maturity level, and your own values about sexual relations you may or may not want to talk about the effect that pornography can have on erectile dysfunction, and the impact that this can have on both males and females. Discussing this effect can be a powerful motivation to stop using pornography, so I do recommend bringing the topic up in a sensitive way.

Topic 3: Decreasing ability to think clearly. Discuss how pornography use can compromise one’s ability to think clearly, particularly their short-term memory.

Questions to Ask Your Children 

Children who are 8–12 years old 


1. One thing we’ve learned about pornography is that it gets in the way of clear thinking, especially about things that happened recently. Why would it be important to you to be able to think clearly?

2. When you are young, this is a time when your brain is deciding things it will like and not like. If you choose to look at pictures of naked people, it can make you prefer pictures to someone you eventually marry and would want to be intimate with. What could the consequences be for you of living a life where you are more drawn to pictures than to people?



Children who are 13–17 years old 


1. What are some of the ways that watching pornography can affect the brain?

2. When brain scans are taken of men watching pornography, the parts of the brain that light up are those that deal with objects, not people. What do you think the implications of this is for people who look at pornography?

3. In what ways does pornography “retrain” the brain?

4. What do the following words mean and how do they relate to pornography? Tolerance, Erectile Dysfunction, and Neuroplasticity.

5. Is porn addictive? What are some of the ways that we know?
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THE LINK BETWEEN PORNOGRAPHY AND SEXUAL VIOLENCE 

In this chapter, we will broadly consider the question, “What is the relationship between viewing pornography and committing sexual violence?” The answer to that question is complex. Of course, not every person who looks at porn commits rape, so the argument that pornography causes rape is a difficult one to make. However, a slightly different question is, “Are pornography and sexual violence strongly associated, especially for some people?” The bulk of social science research suggests that they are. This is a specific question we will take up in this chapter.

Before you read further, I advise you to use discretion and exercise self-care about whether you wish to continue reading, and what you choose to share with your children. There are descriptions of sexual assault in this chapter, contextualized so that I can explain what is in pornography. Use caution if you decide to read this chapter further, especially if your life has been directly impacted by sexual violence.

We may never have a definitive answer to the question of whether pornography viewing causes sexual violence. Indeed, we can’t say that pornography is a direct cause of sexual violence for every person, because many more men have watched pornography than have committed sexual violence.1 However, there are over a hundred studies showing that pornography use is both correlated with and is the cause of a wide range of violent behaviors. More than fifty studies show a strong connection between pornography and sexual violence.2 Even if all fifty studies used the lowest possible standard of evidence (a 5% likelihood that results could be due to chance), the odds that all fifty studies finding the same thing are simply due to chance, and don’t reflect a systematic problem, are 1 in 88,817,841,970,012,523, 233,890,533,447,265,625.

In a specific study of risk factors for sexual violence, researchers have found that pornography use increases the likelihood that a man will commit sexual violence against a woman, particularly if the man has other risk factors for committing sexual violence like being impulsive, and if his use of pornography is frequent.3 Why might this be so?

Copying What They See 

As we have conversations with our children about the link between pornography and sexual violence, Dr. Chioco-Conroy suggests that we start with what pornography is and help them understand that it shows men acting aggressively toward women and that when boys watch it they sometimes think they should copy what they see and treat girls that way.

Evidence for males copying what they see comes from Dr. Neil Malamuth, an eminent social psychologist at UCLA, who conducted a classic study connecting pornography and sexual violence. Dr. Malamuth found that for men who are at high risk for committing sexual violence, violent pornography activates something dangerous within them. Two characteristics of men that are strongly associated with committing sexual violence are hostile masculinity and a preference for impersonal sex. These high-risk men see sexually violent media and are then motivated to be sexually aggressive, and sometimes, commit rape.4 Thus it is very important that we as parents look out for these characteristics in our children, and even in males that our daughters date, as a way of being conscious of and protective about potential violence.

As stated in chapter 1, pornography routinely depicts objectification of and violence against women. These images create sexual expectations that lead to making unwanted sexual advances, which can lead to violence.5 Does pornography use always lead to sexual violence? Of course, the answer is no. However, when a man is already predisposed to aggression in other realms, violent pornography is particularly influential in producing increased sexual aggression.6 Further research has shown that watching pornography often leads to acts of sexual violence or risky sexual behaviors such as multiple partners and unprotected sex.7

Most of the studies we’ve gone through so far are based on surveys. In addition to survey studies, rigorous laboratory studies find significant associations between watching pornography and inducing aggression-supportive attitudes and behaviors.8 Perhaps the strongest finding in the research on the connections between pornography and sexual violence is that among men at high risk for committing acts of sexual aggression, watching violent pornography or child pornography adds to the risk for committing sexual assault, essentially adding fuel to the fire they have for committing sexual violence. In some cases, viewing pornography serves as a tipping point that leads an at-risk person who might not act out to actually do so.9

You may wonder as a parent, if your children are just looking at softer forms of pornography, are they somehow safe? Not so. Research has shown that when compared to non-users, those exposed to softer forms of pornography are more likely to have false beliefs about rape, rape victims, and rapists and report a higher likelihood of committing rape10 than non-users.

What about research specific to boys? Research specific to boys shows that their regular viewing of pornography is associated with increased sexual coercion and abuse.11 In addition, boys who regularly view pornography are more likely to perpetrate sexual assault.12 In an unfortunate, complementary way, with regard to college females, a particularly dangerous combination is the woman’s own pornography use and her alcohol consumption. Both increase the likelihood of a college woman experiencing sexual assault, with the combined effect of the two dramatically increasing the odds that a man will target her for victimization.13 One reason for this is that women who view pornography may be less likely to recognize sexually aggressive acts as wrong; though of course this doesn’t make her at fault for a sexual assault occurring.

Where does all of this violence come from? The scripts used in mainstream pornography videos and video clips are of men being violent toward women. How do we know? The leading researcher about the content of today’s pornography is Dr. Ana Bridges, a professor of psychology at the University of Arkansas. Dr. Bridges is an author of one of the most prominent studies of pornography ever undertaken. She and her research team purchased the most popular pornography videos in the mid-2000s. They methodically watched each one, coding the behavior that occurred in every scene of every movie. They found critically important implications for our understanding of pornography.

Each pornography movie had several scenes—perhaps a dozen or more. Eighty-eight percent of the scenes featured verbal or physical aggression, usually toward a woman. What is even more interesting is the result of this violence, as scripted by the pornography industry. In porn films, when there is aggressive talk or behavior toward someone, 95% of the time the target expresses pleasure or has no response at all. This teaches viewers that people, particularly women, enjoy being abused. It also teaches viewers that if they are hit during a sexual encounter, they should like it, or at least not object. Think about how an eleven-year-old boy, or girl, would interpret what they see. If a woman is hit, she likes it. Pornography teaches that it is okay, even pleasurable, for boys to hit girls, and shows girls that they should like it. That is why I make the argument that pornography is a recipe for sexual violence. Not all will follow the recipe, but when they do, it is deeply troubling.

What Kind of Violence? 

How can so much violence be depicted in mainstream pornography? Right now, the pornography industry is having a difficult time keeping up with the demand from men for pornography that degrades and brutalizes women.14 Recently, I interviewed Dr. Ana Bridges and asked her about the violence she found in pornography. She pointed out that the behaviors depicted in pornography, no matter how violent, are consistently shown to be pleasing to the recipient. By having someone who experiences sexual violence pretend to like it, the violence becomes more palatable to the viewer.

Much like in the research done by Dr. Bridges, another psychologist, Dr. Mary Ann Layden, found evidence of violence toward women by male pornography users. Dr. Layden notes that if men are hostile toward women, are sexually promiscuous, and use pornography frequently, they are much more likely to be both physically and sexually aggressive with women. Layden summarizes her findings by stating that porn teaches, gives permission, and triggers several behaviors and attitudes that are harmful to the user and to others. This damage is seen regardless of sex or age. She observes that “pornography is a widely influential and very toxic teacher.”15 Indeed, pornography is teaching our children to act violently. It is up to us as parents to describe to our children how pornography teaches violence and for us to explain how this differs from healthy sexuality as we define it in our families.

Does Pornography Make Rape More Inviting? 

Dr. Robert Jensen, an emeritus professor of journalism at the University of Texas whom we met earlier in this book, told me in an interview that while establishing a causal link between pornography and rape is difficult, it is much more interesting to pose the question, “Does pornography make rape inviting?” He noted that when you study the way pornographers produce images, and the ways that men use pornography, you can see that pornography sets expectations that women should enjoy violent behavior and should not only avoid protesting against it, they should scream that they like it.

Several of the men (who were boys at the time they began watching pornography) I interviewed as research participants for this book described the pornography they watched in ways that were consistent with Dr. Jensen’s view of rape as being inviting in pornography. They talked about watching a scene in a porn movie where a male would try to have sex with a woman, she would resist, he would push against her objections, and she would end up enjoying the sexual activity. Some of my participants wondered if some of the video clips they had seen might even have been real cases of sexual assault that were filmed against the woman’s will. Their descriptions of what they saw, particularly in the “homemade” porn, often uploaded by amateurs, surely seem like recorded sexual violence. As parents, we must be concerned with how the pornography industry is training our male children to perpetrate violence and our female children to convey liking it.

Henry, as I’ll call him, is one of the research participants I interviewed for this book. He found himself looking at rape pornography and was at first perplexed at what was happening. He figured that “someone” must enjoy looking at this type of pornography but decided he was not one of those people. Henry saw this rape pornography while watching alone. Others watched in groups.

As a parent, you may be surprised to hear that watching pornography that demeans women is often a group event.16 Jack is one who learned these lessons in a group setting. When Jack was in college, he was playing cards with friends, and they had a pornographic film on in the background. Jack left the card game when the movie transitioned to a rape scene that included the woman crying, saying no repeatedly, and being hurt when thrown to the ground. Jack was a leader in the group that was watching pornography. One thing I found interesting about my conversation with him is that he didn’t use his leadership position to say anything to the other guys watching with him in the room about the fact that a rape was being shown on their TV. It is also relevant that after Jack left the room, everyone else stayed and casually played cards throughout the film, rape scene and all. Imagine the effect on your children of seeing such a scene. That is one thing that they need to be warned about: that if they watch pornography, they may come upon a rape scene that could be acted—or it could be real. You might ask your children whether watching rape scenes represents the values you want to uphold in your family.

You might also be surprised to hear that it isn’t just boys who are looking at rape pornography. Another research participant I interviewed, Sarah, noted that she often actively looks for pornography clips on the internet, thus exemplifying that girls and women look at porn as well. When she does so, she sometimes comes across rape scenes. She reported that when she comes upon a rape scene, she typically stops watching. Sarah guesses that the rapes she saw were “real” and not staged. It is noteworthy that Sarah wasn’t sure that the girl experiencing rape knew that the video was being taken. Thus, both our sons and daughters need to be warned about rape scenes in pornography. In my view, we need to be particularly careful to encourage them to avoid these scenes and to come tell us if they saw one, whether someone showed it to them or they came upon it by accident. As we discuss the scene with our children, it is important to debrief what rape is, that it is a horrible crime that causes severe trauma, and that whomever made the video may well be guilty of a serious crime.

A Real Example 

When I started interviewing research participants for this book, I didn’t think I would meet a man who admitted to raping a woman, much less doing so because he was affected by the pornography he watched. Once again, I was surprised to hear what one of my participants told me. From a research perspective, it is important for parents to know that a longitudinal study found that when men use more pornography during college, they are also more likely to commit sexually violent acts.17 That relates to the experience of one of my interviewees, John. I asked him if he had ever been in a situation where he thought he might not have the consent to engage in sexual activity with someone he was with intimately. He admitted that he had sex with a young woman who was unable to consent, due to her level of alcohol intoxication. I asked John if pornography had anything to do with what he did that evening. John reported that it did, in that he had been taught by pornography to be aggressive and to discount the perspective of a potential partner.

When I asked him if he thought what he did that night was legal, he said no. The young woman’s lack of ability to consent didn’t bother John at the time. John’s experience is a prototype of what happens when men watch pornography and decide to act on what they have learned. It is also something to warn both sons and daughters about; that watching pornography can lead some men to believe that sex without consent is acceptable.

What might drive a man to look at pornography and then behave in that way? Philosopher Dr. Rebecca Whisnant notes that pornography


… presents men as these utterly amoral robotic penetrators of essentially everything that moves, and even a few things that don’t move. I think it does that partly because the male consumer has to be able to essentially imagine himself as the one who is doing the penetrating. But also, there is a reason why these men have to be presented as completely amoral and devoid of empathy, because if they weren’t they wouldn’t be able to do what they are doing, and when the male consumer does identify with them he needs to be able to identify with someone who is unable or unwilling to see women as human beings entitled to care, or consideration, or respect.18



Different People, Different Effects 

As we ponder the impact of pornography on our children as parents, we really can’t get away from the research showing that the use of pornography is associated with men’s violence against women. However, we also don’t have to be in a panic that if our son has seen pornography he will necessarily turn into a rapist. One thing that is important about this line of research is that pornography does not affect all viewers in the same way. Recent research by an international team of scholars found that only men at high risk for committing violence had their attitudes toward that violence changed by increasing use of pornography. Of course, men who have low risk for committing violence still experience effects from their viewing of pornography, as discussed throughout this book. However, this particular study found that men who are already at a high risk for committing sexual assault and who also frequently use pornography have the strongest attitudes supporting violence against women. Interestingly, men who have a high risk of committing sexual assault but who seldom or never watch pornography had less supportive attitudes toward sexual violence than men who frequently viewed porn. So, pornography use seems to have its own impact in this context.19

In an interesting study, it was found that men who prefer violent pornography are less intelligent, have more internal hostility, prefer sex to be impersonal rather than relational, and have both antisocial and aggressive inclinations.20 In short, frequent pornography use by itself is not a singular, direct cause for sexual assault. However, if a man has other risk factors for committing sexual violence, for example, hostile masculinity or a preference for impersonal sex, adding frequent pornography use makes it significantly more likely that he will commit sexual violence.21

What else promotes a propensity toward violence against women, an attitude that such violence is acceptable and even desirable? Antisocial attitudes are a clue. The more antagonistic, unfriendly, and self-interested men are, the more likely that their watching pornography will lead to stronger attitudes supporting violence against women. Men who were not antagonistic, were friendly and not so self-interested were not as affected by the violent messages in pornography.22

International studies have also shown a connection between pornography and violence. For example, in a German study of how pornography affects some men more than others, a team of researchers found that German men who have committed violence in the course of their sexual relationships and who viewed pornography more frequently than other violent men were more likely to commit a wide variety of demeaning acts toward women. Some of these acts lead women to vomit. This study also found violent men were more likely to drink alcohol before or during sexual encounters, perhaps to lower their inhibitions and making it more likely that they would commit acts of violence.23

Another paper showing a link between pornography use and sexual violence reviewed twenty-two studies from seven different nations. The studies found that in correlational, cross-sectional, and longitudinal studies, pornography use and acts of sexual aggression were directly connected. This connection held true for both men and women, and for verbal and physical aggression.24 Even more convincing is an international analysis of five hundred separate studies. It concludes that the weight of the evidence shows a strong relationship between pornography and gender-based violence.25 The author describes the effects as not only statistically significant, but robust. Thus, I believe the case is made beyond any reasonable doubt that sexual violence and pornography use are strongly associated—a message we need to send to our children, in ways they can understand and absorb.

The disturbing phenomenon of sexual acts that lead women to vomit is becoming increasingly common. When I interviewed Greg, he said, “Honestly, the biggest porn companies and the websites and the videos you see, the most popular models, it (women vomiting from sex acts) is kind of standard issue now. You go to the website and the first page (is going to have that). It snuck into mainstream pornography; it is sadomasochistic…. It is terrifying that I would enjoy that. It was terrifying because I knew it was wrong. I knew it was a human being on the screen, just the pleasure though that came along with that. I don’t know why I liked it. I think that it is because sexuality is so primal; I think violence is also primal. And I think there is some relationship inherently deep down between the two.”

Wife Abuse 

As a parent, I imagine that you are likely to hope that your children get married someday. Sadly, some studies have shown how pornography can affect the marital relationship with domestic violence. Several studies have looked at whether men’s use of pornography has an impact on their physical abuse of wives or live-in partners. The researcher who has done the most work in this area is Dr. Walter DeKeseredy. He studied divorced couples and found that 30% of the divorced women stated that their husbands sexually abused them in their marriage and that their husband’s pornography viewing was integral to the sexual abuse they experienced when they were married.26

Unspeakable 

In closing this chapter, I note that Victor Malerek, author of The Johns: Sex for Sale and the Men Who Buy It,27 pointed out that pornography and sex buying (by “Johns”) are commonly associated. He writes, “Porn is often what turns the men on, revs up their sex drive, and sends them out into the night.” Quoting one porn producer and actor who commented on the connection between pornography and violence, Malerek was told how the pornographer demeans women in vile and almost unspeakable ways. The same pornographer makes films to help pedophiles know how to rape a child. Is this what you have in mind when you think of today’s pornography?

After reading this chapter, I hope you have gained a more complete understanding of the violence that is endemic to pornography. I also hope that it has given you a newfound sense of urgency to keep yourself, and those you love, away from what the pornography industry is trying to sell us.

Talk with Your Children 

Topic 1: Studies show that pornography use and committing sexual violence are strongly connected. Over 100 studies show a connection between pornography use and violent behavior; over 50 studies show a connection between pornography use and sexual violence.

Topic 2: Pornography use is most likely to lead to sexual violence when the pornography is particularly violent and when the user’s friends think sexual violence is okay.

Topic 3: It is particularly dangerous for females to drink alcohol and to be a regular consumer of pornography, as it is likely to lead to her being targeted by a sexual predator. The combination of these two things makes it much more likely that she will be sexually assaulted, while of course only the perpetrator is responsible for committing sexual violence. Sexual violence is never the victim’s fault. But we can understand what makes some women more likely to experience sexual violence and decrease the risk that a man will target them for violence by paying attention to the link between alcohol, pornography use, and sexual assault.

Topic 4: Most scenes in pornography have violence toward women. Most of the time the women shown in pornography indicate that they like the violence, which sends the false message that women enjoy it when a man is violent with them during a sexual encounter.

Questions to Ask Your Children 

You can use the questions below to generate discussion with your teen or preteen.

Children who are 8–12 years old 


1. Do you think it is okay for boys to be mean to girls and to hit them?

2. If we don’t think that boys should hit girls, should we watch videos that show boys hitting girls? Why or why not?

3. What would you think of a video that showed a boy and a girl kissing and then the boy hitting the girl unexpectedly? What kinds of things do you think are more appropriate for a boy to do with a girl when they kiss?



Children who are 13–17 years old 


1. What characteristics of people are most likely to experience sexual violence when pornography is involved?

2. What kind of sexual violence is depicted in some pornography? If you saw this kind of pornography, how do you think it would affect you?

3. Have your friends talked with you about seeing violence in pornography? If so, what did they say?

4. Have you seen pornography where there was name-calling, hitting, or other kinds of force being used? How did it make you feel?
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HOW THE PORN USE OF OTHERS MAY AFFECT YOU 

As you talk with your children about the harms of pornography, one perspective they may have is that pornography use is simply a personal decision with no impact on others. As it turns out, when you look at the research and listen to the experience of others, it is more than just a personal decision—using pornography can affect others around you and your children as well.

There are many ways research shows that the pornography use of others may affect someone, whether or not they view pornography. For example, clinical psychology professor Dr. Ana Bridges has conducted several studies on the impact of pornography, including her doctoral dissertation. Through her many studies she has uncovered numerous effects of pornography—all of them harmful. With many of these harms, they don’t just affect the individual, but others around them as well. For example, she found that porn use increases a man’s feelings of contempt for women, decreases empathy for people who have survived sexual violence, lessens the user’s ability to show emotion in situations where one usually would, increases dominance behaviors, increases sexually aggressive behaviors, and can be addictive. Furthermore, she found that women are hesitant to enter into relationships with men who frequently consume pornography.1 Thus, for someone in any of these categories (women, people who have survived sexual violence), the porn use of others can affect you and your children.

The effects that Dr. Bridges found are cause for concern for anyone who might use, or be around those who use, pornography. In addition, philosopher Dr. Rebecca Whisnant from the University of Dayton notes two harms in particular. First, she notes the harm done to performers in the making of porn, particularly to the females. Second, she notes how porn hurts women in general. “Certainly, many women are harmed by the consumption of porn, usually by men, in their lives—whether it is partners or men that they interact with socially, professionally, or on the street. When men’s conception of who women are, and what women are for, and what women [enjoy] is shaped by the kind of material that we are talking about—that is not good for women.”2

How might all this impact you or your children? In recognition of these many harms, this chapter is divided into sections based on the relationship you or one of your children may have with an individual whose pornography use could affect others. The kinds of relationships most relevant to harm that can be done to you or your children by others include a romantic partner, friends, or a parent. In addition, people of color are frequently victimized by the pornography industry.

Your Romantic Partner 

As parents, we need to be concerned not only with the pornography habits of our children, but also with the use of porn by their current or future life partners. “Ella” is a woman I interviewed for this book. Her experience is typical of many women whose male romantic partners use pornography. She reports having had boyfriends who looked at porn, some of whom showed the pornography to her. She neither liked the idea of her boyfriends looking at pornography nor what they showed her of it.

Ella’s experience is consistent with research done by Dr. Bridges. Dr. Bridges has found in her research that when someone uses pornography, they feel insecure about their relationship and their partner. Not surprisingly, she also found that the more people use pornography, the less they are satisfied with their partners. This impact is likely due to looking at pictures and videos of so many other people that unfavorable comparisons are made to their partner’s body. A sizeable number of women in Dr. Bridges’s study reported insecurity about their body and themselves if they viewed pornography.3 Thus, it is important to teach our children that if they date or marry someone who uses pornography, they themselves are much more likely to feel insecure about and be less satisfied with their partners. Furthermore, if our daughters (and indeed our sons) look at pornography, they are more apt to compare their bodies to the bodies they see in pornography and feel insecure about the differences they notice.

As our children get older, they are likely to begin developing romantic relationships. Part of our role as parents is to prepare them well for the new experiences and decisions they will need to make when encountering a person they think is special. A great deal of research has been done on how pornography use affects romantic relationships. Dr. Bridges and her team, including Dr. Chyng Sun from New York University, Dr. Matt Ezzel from James Madison University, and Dr. Jennifer Johnson from Virginia Commonwealth University, found different relational impacts for men and women. The more pornography men viewed, the less satisfied they were with their partner. This effect seems likely due to comparing the physical attractiveness of their partner with women in pornography. In addition, men who used porn very frequently had less satisfaction with their partner in general and in the sexual aspect of their relationship. These are important points to make with our children, particularly our sons, so that they can consider carefully the impact that pornography can have on their relationships.

Further research showed that if their partner viewed pornography, men’s satisfaction with that partner was higher. This is likely due to showing their partner a demeaning act in pornography and convincing them to try it in person. This makes it all the more important that we teach our children that demeaning behavior has no place in sexual relations and that they should resist the messages that so much of pornography sends.

Another difference between how men and women react to pornography is the reason they look at it. Dr. Bridges reports that for men, the top reason was to facilitate masturbation. For women, their top reason was because they incorporate it into sex with their partner. As parents, we should be highly concerned that our daughters may be asked to imitate what they see in pornography. Having conversations with them to prepare our daughters to say no to acting out pornographic scenes with their male partners is of paramount importance.

Dr. Bridges’s findings confirmed the results of several earlier studies. In one study published in the Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, a research team found that when people use pornography more frequently, their satisfaction in their couple relationship declined.4 Pornography users were also less committed to their romantic partner and were more likely to have sex with another person while still in a relationship with their partner. Similarly, another research team found that the more men use pornography, the less they, and their wives or partners, are satisfied with their sexual relationship.5 These results can give us confidence as parents that the information we share with our children about the negative effects of pornography on relationships is convincing.

Pornography use by a partner can be quite upsetting to those in a relationship. Just ask Kaitlin. She shared her discomfort with her boyfriend’s porn habit, and noted that he would try to hide his pornography use from her by deleting his browsing history. This is a reminder to us as parents that one way our children may seek to hide their pornography use is to delete the history on their phones. This makes it all the more important that we check the history on our children’s phones unannounced and regularly.

Porn use not only affects the health of a relationship, it can be a factor in ending that relationship. Dr. Robert Jensen told me that therapists and divorce lawyers he has spoken to have observed a dramatic rise in the number of clients they are seeing who are getting a divorce due to the man’s pornography habit.

Using pornography can also have a deleterious impact on the health of our children. For example, a researcher who has published a great deal about pornography during the last several years is Dr. Paul Wright, a professor in the Media School at Indiana University. In a study he conducted with Dr. Ashley Randall, they looked at men’s potential health outcomes from their pornography use. In particular, Dr. Wright was concerned with the spread of sexually transmitted infections (STIs), given that many behaviors demonstrated in pornography are high-risk. Dr. Wright found, using a nationwide sample of adults, that the more men viewed internet pornography, the more they had sex with multiple partners and the more likely they were to have had sex with a prostituted woman. Furthermore, married men who used internet pornography were more likely to cheat on their spouses.6

Thus, the pornography use of others can lead to one catching a sexually transmitted infection along with other harms. This is an obvious area of research that we can bring up with our children, asking them if they want these consequences to be part of their lives.

Later, in a study with over 20,000 men Dr. Wright conducted with Dr. Robert Tokunaga, they found that the more men view media where women are treated as objects rather than as people, the more they thought that women were merely things that existed to sexually please men. In addition, the more men thought of women as objects, the more they also supported violence against women.7 In a similar way, sociologists Walter DeKeseredy and Martin Schwartz note that pornography teaches men to think of women as objects, not as people. These lessons often occur in the context of group pornography viewing.

In my interview with philosopher Dr. Rebecca Whisnant, she observed that one way pornography objectifies women is that they are often called derogatory slang terms referring to their genitalia. Referring to someone in this manner reduces them to something less than human.

One thing our children will likely value in their emerging romantic relationships is the importance of avoiding a painful breakup. A way to address this with our children as it relates to pornography is to share with them that the more people use pornography, the more likely they are to experience a romantic breakup.8 Also, women whose partners use porn are less satisfied sexually, with their relationship in general, and with their bodies.9 And the more degrading pornography men watch, the more likely they are to objectify the women in that pornography.10 Finally, women whose partners use pornography are more likely to have eating disorders.11 In this last case, make note that it is the woman’s partner’s pornography use that leads to the woman’s eating disorder, not her own porn use. This should be especially concerning to parents of girls.

One hope that many parents have for their children is that they would end up in happy marriages. Indeed, this is a hope that many of our children have for themselves. Pornography use undermines this objective. Research shows that men who engage in high levels of pornography use are less likely to get married than are men with moderate levels of use.12 When it comes to married people in general, those who view pornography are more likely to believe that their marriage is in trouble, more likely to discuss ending the marriage, and more likely to repeatedly break up compared to those who do not view pornography.13 Married people who view pornography are also less likely to see their relationship as good or strong, less likely to feel like a team with their spouse, less likely to think their relationship makes them happy, and less likely to believe their relationship is nearly perfect than people who abstain.14 On the whole, married people who use pornography more frequently are less satisfied with their marriage.15 So, to the extent that your children desire a happy marriage, steering clear of pornography and those who use it makes sense.

Your Friends 

For the last decade, I have engaged in several studies examining the effects pornography has on whether or not people choose to help someone during an emergency situation. In particular, I’ve been interested to find out whether consuming violent pornography affects whether people will intervene to help prevent a rape from happening when it looks like it could occur. This issue concerns me as a parent, as I would hope that if my daughter were in a precarious situation, someone would help her.

My first two studies, done with a research team that included Dr. Matt Brosi, Dr. Sean Bannon, and Gabriel Yandell, looked at how pornography use impacted whether college fraternity and sorority members would intervene to help someone when it looked like a person might be sexually assaulted. In two studies, we found that if people were viewers of violent pornography, they were less likely to intervene to help a friend.16 High levels of pornography use were shown for each group. In our studies, we looked specifically at violent pornography, pornography that was either sadomasochistic or showed rape happening. We found that if women were among those who viewed sadomasochistic porn, they were more likely to believe that they were incapable of intervening in a sexual assault situation and were also less willing to intervene, regardless of how capable they felt. Our study of fraternity men found that the men who viewed sadomasochistic pornography in the last year reported less likelihood of knowing what to do to help prevent a sexual assault if they saw one about to happen. The fraternity men who viewed rape pornography in the previous year were less willing to intervene to help someone who might be sexually assaulted, regardless of how capable they believed they were to do so. Together, these studies demonstrated that when college students who are part of Greek organizations take part in viewing pornography, they are less likely to help a friend who may be sexually assaulted. Thus, if you or a child of yours is in danger of a potential sexual assault, if those who are around them use violent pornography, being helped out of the situation is much less likely.

As a follow-up to these studies, I collaborated with Dr. Ana Bridges on more research. We surveyed participants from two universities, and sampled a diverse range of students, not just those in fraternities and sororities. In an article published in the Journal of Interpersonal Violence,17 we reported that both men and women who have a greater variety of motives for viewing pornography are less willing to intervene in a situation where someone may experience rape than participants with fewer motives to view pornography. Specifically, we found that people who have the following motives express lower willingness to intervene: “to make sex more interesting,” “to enjoy a social event,” “for sexual thrills,” and “to learn about sex.” The other major thing we found is that men and women were equally likely to use pornography to turn on a sexual partner. With all other motivations to use pornography, men far surpassed women. This finding confirms reports from women that they use pornography, at the request of their partners, to sexually excite their partner. These findings reinforce the danger that our children can be in when their friends are motivated users of violent pornography.

Another way that the pornography use of your friends can affect you is through the withdrawal from social networks common to men who use pornography. For example, Katie recalled a time when a good friend of hers from high school became addicted to pornography. He went from watching pornography occasionally to several hours a day. With the help of a faith-based counselor, he was able to make substantial progress getting away from his pornography addiction. This story helps us understand, as parents, that pornography use can end friendships and can become very difficult to retreat from if one becomes addicted to it. When people are addicted to pornography, they will often spend an inordinate amount of time viewing it. Research has shown that when someone is addicted, they spend an average of forty hours per week on the internet—about as many hours as many full-time jobs.18

A Parent 

I imagine that most anyone would have a difficult time thinking about their parents viewing pornography, and how their parent might use it either themselves or in their marital relationship. One research participant for this book who came face to face with this impact was Paul (whom we met earlier). Paul noted that an older male confidant lost his job by looking at pornography, and this had a devastating impact on his family. There are other ways a parent’s pornography use can affect their children. For example, if a parent is using porn yet trying to convince their child not to, the parent can have an integrity problem. In addition, there is also the risk that a child will walk into a room where an adult is viewing pornography. This can lead to any number of embarrassing situations and potential trauma to the child.

If You Are a Person of Color 

Racist practices and views are rampant in pornography. In my interview with Dr. Robert Jensen from the University of Texas, he noted how the pornography industry affects people of color, and indeed all people who wish to live in a society free from racism. He stated: “There are porn videos that advertise themselves as racist…. You go into contemporary, mass marketed, industrially produced pornography and the racism isn’t hidden, subtle, or coded. It is right up front and is advertised. There is a genre of porn called interracial. And what interracial porn means, at the base, is that there are people in this movie who aren’t white. If you pull a porn video off the shelf and it is not coded as interracial there is a pretty good chance it is all white people. What the porn industry has done is code that the presence of nonwhite people as interracial.”

He continued, “Most of the interracial porn is Black men and white women. With very openly racist titles … The genre itself produces and markets racist videos as racist videos. They’ll tell you it is all just fantasy, but that is just the standard industry line. The evidence is pretty clear that much like in the dominant culture, nonwhite women in porn are paid less on average and relegated to a lower position in the industry on average.”

An increasing body of research shows the racist nature of pornography. For example, in a study of mainstream pornography and aggression, Black women were more often the target of aggression than white women.19 In addition, Black men are more often portrayed as the perpetrators of aggression against women and are depicted as significantly less intimate with their partners compared to white men.20 Also, the most aggression in porn scenes occurs between Black couples.21

While most of the research on race and porn focuses on Black men and women, in the category of “Asian Women” pornography, over two-thirds of aggressive acts were committed by men; 88% of the targets of aggressive acts were women.22 Because this kind of pornography perpetuates stereotypes, demeans people, identifies them as exotic or abnormal in some way, and portrays them more frequently as perpetrators or victims of violence or aggression, it does harm to the reputation of people of color and misinforms all people about what people of color are like in reality.

Talk with Your Children 

This chapter introduces several harms of pornography that take some explaining, as they are more indirect than direct. I encourage you to talk about these topics with your children, so that they can begin to see that an individual’s pornography use can affect more than just the individual using it.

Topic 1: Pornography use affects the romantic partners of those who use it. For example, the more people use pornography, the less satisfied they are in their couple relationships. In addition, pornography users are more likely to have sex with another person while still in the relationship with their partner.

Topic 2: Pornography objectifies the people who act in it. In fact, the more men view media where women are treated as objects rather than as people, the more they thought that women really were merely things that existed to sexually please men. In addition, the more men thought of women as objects, the more they also supported violence against women.

Topic 3: When men watch porn, it is particularly harmful to women. For example, women whose partners use porn are less satisfied sexually, with their relationship in general, and with their bodies. In addition, women whose partners use pornography are more likely to have eating disorders.

Topic 4: The more your friends use pornography the less likely they are to help you if you might be sexually assaulted. Several studies have shown that both men and women who use pornography are less willing and feel less able to help someone who might be sexually assaulted. Given how pornography use mixes sex and violence, this is not a surprise.

Topic 5: Pornography is racist. For example, Black women are more often the target of aggression, and Black men are more often portrayed as perpetrators of aggression, than whites in pornography.

Questions to Ask Your Children 

You can use the questions below to generate discussion with your teen or preteen.

Children who are 8–12 years old 


1. How does using pornography affect other people besides the person using it?

2. When men use pornography, how do women think about their bodies?

3. What message does it teach you if you were to watch pornography where Black people were portrayed as more violent than white people?



Children who are 13–17 years old 


1. If you were married and found out that your husband/wife was using pornography, how do you think that would make you feel? Why?

2. How does pornography use affect satisfaction with one’s partner?

3. What evidence do divorce lawyers cite about the harms of pornography? Why do you think that pornography would influence the likelihood that someone would get a divorce?

4. How can having a parent use pornography affect a child? What would your reaction be if you walked in a room and saw your parent looking at pornography?

5. How does the porn industry treat people of color in their movies? What message might this send you about how people of color interact with each other?
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WOMEN AND GIRLS’ USE OF PORNOGRAPHY 

This chapter highlights the research, scholarly perspectives, and anecdotes about how, when, and why women and girls use pornography. Reading it will help you figure out how best to protect your daughter both from pornography’s impact on society and the harms to her if she views it.

Perhaps you are reading this and thinking, “I’m a woman, I don’t view pornography, my daughter doesn’t look at pornography, this doesn’t affect me.” Not so. Dr. Chioco-Conroy notes that some parents believe that they live in a bubble, and that their children won’t end up seeing pornography. She emphasizes that “pornography is an equal-opportunity predator. It doesn’t just affect [some] people, it affects all of us. It isn’t something they can put off or not deal with it.” Furthermore, abundant research shows that pornography affects today’s culture, in which we all live. Pornography has profound effects on how women are expected to behave sexually, encouraging that they accept sexual violence. In addition, internet pornography tends to depict the opposite of what most seek in a marriage—disrespect, promiscuity, detachment, and abuse.1 As Dr. Rebecca Whisnant has written, today’s mainstream pornography places hostile and humiliating acts toward women front and center.2

Women who use pornography may hold false or stereotyped views about rape and are more self-conscious about their bodies.3 Furthermore, women who use pornography are more likely to manipulate, deceive, and otherwise victimize their male partners in a sexual encounter.4

Women view pornography less frequently than men.5 That is surely not a surprise. Relative to men, women’s first experience with porn happens later. They are less likely to view pornography alone. Women also tend to prefer soft-core pornography over the hardcore porn preferred by men.6 In my interview with Dr. Gail Dines, she observed, “Women are not looking at the same thing. What their boyfriends show them is the milder kind, which is hard to find. They do it to groom them into porn sex.”

Most studies have found that about one-third of young women view pornography. A 2008 study found that 31% of college-age women use pornography.7 A study of US women nationwide conducted by a research team led by Dr. Paul Wright of Indiana University found that before the internet, when women’s pornography use was measured, rates varied a great deal from year to year. After the internet was introduced in the 1990s, women’s overall use rose slightly and remained more stable year-to-year. For women aged eighteen to thirty, approximately 34% view pornography at least once a year.8 The study also found that pornography use was more common among women who were younger, less religious, and non-white. Women porn users more strongly believed that sex outside of an established marriage was acceptable, and more strongly supported premarital sex among both adults and teenagers. Women porn users had more sexual partners in the last year as well as in the last five years; furthermore, they were also more likely to have sex outside of marriage and have sex for money.

Body Image 

Dr. Ana Bridges, whose research I introduced earlier, led a complex study trying to tease out how pornography affects women’s body image.9 Their results show that women’s body image is affected by pornography—but in a complicated way. The more women use pornography, the more likely they are to act in ways that are consistent with pornography in their own sexual encounters. And the more women act like females in porn movies, the lower their self-esteem, the lower their bodily self-image, and the less they are satisfied with their relationship. The effects of pornography, for women, travel through the route of their behavior during sexual encounters to reach a destination of unhappiness.

Clearly, this is something that no parent would want for their child. Katie, whom we met earlier, mentioned such body image issues, noting the pressure she felt to be thin based on the model reflected in pornography. Thus, one thing that parents should be mindful of is a sudden change in the dieting behavior of their daughters, which could be influenced by their own pornography viewing or that of their friends.

Seeing pornography, particularly on a college campus, is a common experience for women.10 For example, one of the study participants I interviewed reported that when she was hanging out in her dorm in college, people would often invite her into their rooms to watch pornography.

Sexuality for Sale 

When I interviewed philosophy professor Dr. Rebecca Whisnant and asked her what she thought women should keep in mind when deciding whether or not to look at pornography, she said this:


I think there are important points to be made about owning and controlling your sexuality and not putting such an intimate and important part of yourself up for sale. So as a porn consumer you are essentially saying, “Here is this very intimate, very vulnerable part of myself and I’m going to put it in the hands of pimps. I’m going to let pimps shape me to find certain things sexually pleasurable.” That deprives them of the opportunity to develop their own authentic sexuality in the context of their own relationships with themselves and/or others. I think that is really important, and once you have done that [use pornography] it is really hard to undo it.11



Sarah, whom we met earlier, seems to fit this profile. She began looking at pornography when she was seven. She started by watching short clips of pornographic scenes, and later watched it more frequently. Around the age of thirteen, her pornography habit led her to crave attention from boys. When I asked her if she ever tried to cut back on her pornography use, she said that she went from watching pornography several times a week in high school to once a week in college.

When Should You Start Talking to Your Kids? 

An important additional takeaway here is that Sarah’s parents did not discuss pornography with her, much less the dangers of watching it. Thus, discussing pornography with children at young ages seems appropriate. Dr. Chioco-Conroy recommends beginning conversations with children about their body parts, and what they are for, at the age of two. Once our kids have access to devices, whether their own or a friend’s or a sibling’s, she recommends having specific conversations about pornography. We can have such conversations focusing on what could pop up when they are using these devices and how to handle it if something does show up on the screen.

Antisocial Personalities 

A particular danger associated with heavy porn use, as described in the anecdote below, is of grave concern to me as a father. Dr. Bryant Paul of Indiana University found that heavy users of pornography—both men and women—are also more likely to have psychopathic, antisocial personalities.12 Consider the college experience of Katie, who noted that men she knew in college would often send her pornographic video clips in an email and trick her into watching them. When I asked her what she thought the men sending her those clips were trying to do, she suggested that they may have been trying to use the porn clip as a sexual overture. A particularly disturbing kind of antisocial behavior characterized the group of guys who would send her clips of pornography. They would purposely leave their room door barely open when they had sex with a girl in their dorm so that other guys could watch.

Viewing to Please a Man 

One thing we need to teach our daughters is that the most common reason women cite for viewing pornography is to please a sexual partner.13 We need to prepare our daughters for the possibility that a male may ask them to watch pornography as an instructional video for what he wants to do with her. While interviewing women for this book, I discovered that many participants had had this experience, where their boyfriend asked them to view pornography. For example, “Ella” is a woman who we met in chapter 4. Her boyfriend asked her to watch pornography with him, to try to get her to be sexually excited. She reported that she didn’t enjoy the experience at all, and that it harmed her relationship with her boyfriend. Other women I interviewed reported similar experiences.

Katie was also shown pornography by a man. Katie noted that she sees pornography about once a month, mostly in a way that is unintentional. She noted that in addition to being sent pornography in emails, she sometimes sees it on the computers of students who are sitting in the library at her university. This unintentional viewing can be a way we can discuss pornography with our children of most any age, warning them that they may come across porn when they don’t even intend to see it. By discussing their potential viewing as unintentional, it can also take some of the awkwardness out of the conversation.

To Help Our Daughters 

Generally speaking, the research and experiences shared in this chapter indicate that women’s use of pornography is often either an unintentional experience or one that is encouraged by a man. Sometimes it is to satisfy curiosity. Regardless, the impact of seeing pornography tends to result in some sort of harm for the viewer—in their body image, relationship quality, or their mental health.

Talking to girls about pornography is just as important as talking with boys. But Dr. Chioco-Conroy also believes that we should talk with our boys about how pornography affects girls, and talk with our girls about how pornography affects boys. Specifically, she thinks it is important “for a boy to know that because of the way girls and women are depicted in pornography, it causes women to objectify themselves and then it causes men to treat them as objects. Girls need to know that because pornography depicts violence and aggression that it can be a training ground for boys to know about rape.”

Therapist Donnie Van Curen says parents need to begin by helping their daughters build self-esteem. He suggests that parents teach their fourth- to sixth-grade daughters what attachment looks like and what being secure in yourself—and in your body—looks like. He also notes the importance of teaching our daughters to be defined by their talents and gifts, rather than by who their friends are. Then, as our children move through middle school and into high school, we can begin to talk with them about long-term outcomes of viewing pornography—pregnancy, venereal disease, multiple partners, promiscuity. In addition, he sees it as important to emphasize how watching pornography can get in the way of their goal to have a healthy relationship.

Talk with Your Children 

Topic 1: Research shows that girls and women who watch pornography are more self-conscious about their bodies than girls and women who don’t.

Topic 2: Women porn users had more sexual partners and were more likely to have sex outside of marriage and sex for money than non-porn users.

Topic 3: Women porn users tend to have lower self-esteem, lower bodily self-image, and are less satisfied with their relationships.

Topic 4: The most common reason women look at pornography is that they are shown it by male partners.

Questions to Ask Your Children 

You can use the questions below to generate discussion with your teen or preteen.

Children who are 8–12 years old 


1. When girls and women watch porn, what are some of the things that can hurt them?

2. What are some reasons why girls shouldn’t look at pornography?

3. What are some of the qualities of a relationship you’d like to have with a boy some day? Do you think that watching pornography would help you have these qualities in a relationship?



Children who are 13–17 years old 


1. What would you do if a boy showed you pornography? How would you react?

2. When you first saw pornography, how did it make you feel about your body?

3. How does looking at pornography differ for girls and women versus boys and men?
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IMPACT ON TEENS AND TWEENS 

This is a public health crisis like we have never seen before. There has been a massive dereliction on the part of adults to take this seriously, and by doing that, they have handed their kids over to the porn industry.”—Dr. Gail Dines.

Some of the harms of pornography are unique to teens and tweens. These are particularly important to point out given that this book focuses on how we as parents can help this age group (eight to seventeen). This chapter will specify impacts of pornography on this age group, as well as give you practical advice on how to protect your children from harm.

“Jennifer,” the first person I interviewed for this book, first saw pornography at the age of four. Though the age at which she saw it is earlier than average, the way she encountered porn is quite common. She saw it when her older siblings were watching it. She noted that when she would see it, she knew it was wrong and she would run away.

The impact was devastating. I asked Jennifer if pornography affected her in any particular way. I found her response chilling. She told me that she ended up being adopted by another family, largely due to the unhealthy home environment that she lived in that included pornography and sexual abuse. She even remembers walking in a room where her siblings were watching pornography and acting out what they saw on the screen with one another. The effects of this experience stayed with her for a long time, even well into adulthood.

When Exposure Typically Begins 

In the United States, only people who are eighteen years old or older can legally access pornography. Indeed not all pornography is legal. The reality is that most people, especially boys, see pornography well before turning eighteen. And they are seeing it at younger and younger ages. Thanks to smartphones, between 2008 and 2011 exposure to porn among boys under the age of thirteen jumped from 14% to 49%. Daily use among this group more than doubled.1 Before teens get to college, 93% of boys and 62% of girls have seen online pornography. The circumstances surrounding viewing pornography tend to differ based on whether one is a boy or a girl. Boys tend to seek it out while, as we have seen, much of the exposure girls experience is unwanted, through having porn shown to them by others.2

About half of eighth-graders have viewed pornography. Contrary to what most parents want for their children, such viewing made early sexual experiences, unsafe sex, and multiple sexual partners more likely.3 This early onset of sexual activity is due to more permissive attitudes toward casual sex that are directly linked to their pornography use.4 On average, boys see pornography first at the age of thirteen and girls at the age of seventeen.5

Twenty-nine percent of male tenth-graders and 16% of females have seen violent pornography.6 Among adolescents, pornography use increases with age, especially with boys. Interestingly, adolescents who attend religious services several times a month are less likely to view pornography.7 This finding can be an encouragement to parents to take their children to religious services on a regular basis.

Dr. William Struthers is a professor of psychology at Wheaton College and the author of Wired for Intimacy: How Pornography Hijacks the Male Brain.8 In my recent interview with Dr. Struthers, I asked him what effect pornography has on children. He said, “It provides the script by which they think a sexual encounter should be following … so it creates that script by which they think that is supposed to be how an encounter goes.” He continued, “My concern is that it is doing a couple things. It is rare that pornography has clear consent that is tied to it, so you see it is just implied and it is very narrow. They are beginning to be more segmented in how they think about sexual acts, that they are separate from a larger relational context.” Dr. Struthers also notes that pornography use tends to lead to risky sexual acts and to the abuse of substances during a sexual encounter.

Addiction and Shame 

Some children move beyond casual use of pornography into full-blown addictions. Dr. Kevin Skinner is a therapist who counsels teens addicted to pornography. Most addicts, he says, begin their involvement with pornography between ages ten and fourteen. He further reports that parents of porn-addicted teens tend to be either very rigid and controlling or completely disinterested and disengaged. Thus, it would seem that a good parenting strategy would be to be somewhere in the middle of the continuum—engaged and caring, but not controlling. Teens with controlling parents tend to experience shame, which leads them to behaviors they find comforting to lessen the feeling of rejection by their parents. He also says that addiction is a likely result for kids who use pornography and are either isolated or feel lonely.9

Relatedly, one caution Dr. Chioco-Conroy offers is to not jump to the conclusion that just because our kids have been exposed to pornography, they are addicted. She notes that if we maintain the mindset that our kids are addicted, it can be very discouraging to our children. Such discouragement can lead to despair, helplessness, and hopelessness. Instead, she says that we should focus on empowering our kids to protect themselves from pornography as they get older—and encourage them that there really is help. As parents we do have the power to protect our kids from pornography—whatever their age.

Dr. Chioco-Conroy recommends that we avoid shaming our children because it makes us into an unsafe person to talk with and leads to our kids not talking with us about things that are important. She adds that we can acknowledge the guilt that our children feel and teach them that guilt can motivate us to try to figure out what the right thing to do is.

So how dangerous is pornography to tweens and teens? In a study of early adolescent use of pornography, two thirds of boys and one third of the girls had seen sexually explicit media during the last year. Those whose parents were less educated and those who were higher on sensation-seeking were more likely to have viewed pornography. Boys who viewed pornography at an earlier age than average were more likely to have sexually harassed a peer.10

Girls’ Initial Experiences 

Several of the women I interviewed for this study mentioned their recent experience as teenagers who were shown pornography when they didn’t want to see it. But whether an adolescent seeks pornography or not, coming face-to-face with it is likely. Well over two-thirds of fifteen- to seventeen-year-old adolescents have seen porn websites when they did not intend to access them.11

One woman I interviewed who talked about her experience as a girl seeing pornography was Sarah. Sarah noted that when she would visit a relative’s house she would often see pornography, at an age as young as seven. She noted being curious about it, but also knowing that it was something she shouldn’t be looking at. Another woman, Kaitlin, noted that she is often sent pornographic pictures by friends over email in a way that she can’t avoid seeing them. Even though she has made it clear to her friends she doesn’t want to see such pictures, they still send them to her at least monthly.

Boys’ Initial Experiences 

Boys also experience unwanted viewing of pornography. Paul, a young man we met earlier, told me that his addiction to pornography started when friends insisted on showing it to him in order to embarrass him when he was fourteen. The other guys on his athletic team quickly identified him as someone who hadn’t seen porn and whose parents were strict about it, so they would show him pornography on their iPhones just to annoy him. After a while, he became so curious about it that he began looking it up on his own and developed an addiction to the images.

Henry had a similar experience. He recalls friends who made him look at bizarre pornographic images that often involved grotesque violence against women. He told me that he was upset by the images and wished he hadn’t seen them.

Boys showing one another porn seems to be a sort of rite of passage. For example, Sam spoke of his early experiences with pornography, and how his peers influenced each other. He said that initially he didn’t understand what was going on in pornography, but he watched it because it was a means to social acceptance in his peer group. He noted that older brothers would often show younger brothers and their friends as a rite of passage.

When I asked Dr. Walter DeKeseredy what his research shows about the pornography consumption of teenage boys, he said, “It is an integral part of leisure activities. Those who are not consuming are seen as deviant…. There is substantial amount of pressure to consume it. The thing that is also interesting is the misogyny that is coming out. When these guys view it together, the misogyny is absolutely incredible, the way they talk to the screens and all of that. Those who resist are at the margins.”

Jack, whom we met before in this book, spoke of a time during college when he watched pornography with guys in his all-male group. His friends would often rent a bus, travel somewhere together, and put a pornographic film on the passenger screens. He noted that his friends would often joke around about the film, doing a color commentary of the action.

Another study participant, John, described this consumption of pornography in peer groups in a way that is a warning to us as parents. John recalled an experience typical of many young males.12 He was in seventh grade, spending the night at a friend’s house. John’s friend had an older brother with access to pornography, and John would view it whenever he went to his friend’s house. What about his parents? He said they had no idea what was going on—and wouldn’t have suspected it.

Indeed, young people will often go to great lengths to conceal their pornography use from their parents. This points to the need for parents to establish relationships with their children where it is okay to talk about anything. The consequences of not doing so can mean that there is a lot of secrecy and a lack of analyzing why the child is looking at pornography. For example, Sam described how he would go about looking at pornography even when his parents were home. He said he would look at pornography late at night and would even put pillows under his door so that his parents wouldn’t be able to see light reflecting off the floor of his room in case they walked by.

Greg: “It Was a Pop-Up” 

Like many males who view pornography, Greg started viewing at a young age. He is on the cutting edge of the first generation with unlimited online access to online pornography for all of their lives. He has been actively fighting a porn addiction for about a decade. He first saw porn at age nine, when a friend wondered aloud if a store they were in had any porn. He hadn’t heard the word before, so when he got home he typed it into the internet to see what it meant. This raises the importance for parents of having our children come to us with anything they have questions about, rather than going to the internet. Greg recalls looking up “porn” on the internet and having pictures come up that both terrified and fascinated him. He knew as soon as he had done it that his parents wouldn’t approve.

Sure enough, his mother noticed the internet history on the computer soon after and asked him about it. Greg lied and said it was a pop-up, and the matter was dismissed. Later though, he started downloading pornographic pictures when his parents weren’t around. His mother checked the history again and he again said it was pop-ups. His mother then made a rule that he couldn’t be on a computer when she wasn’t at home. He violated that rule too.

Greg said, “When they got back, they looked at the history, they called me downstairs and I just remember my life was over. I was caught red-handed. All of it was there. I lied. I just remember sitting there for a couple hours, just listening to them. My mom was crying. I was crying. Just completely stunned. I was grounded for like seven months and that was eighth grade, and I didn’t look at anything during that period. I was grounded from the computer, from video games. It turned out to be a blessing. I started playing a musical instrument; I started reading a lot.”

Greg’s experience helps us understand as parents that our children may not be honest with us about their internet behavior. It also helps us understand that if they violate our wishes multiple times, a serious punishment is needed to get their attention.

Tips for Parents 

Dr. Chioco-Conroy offers these suggestions:


• Put parental controls on all of your children’s devices. If you’re not tech-savvy, get help from a friend. Parental controls don’t solve the whole issue, but are a good first step.

• Teach your kids about responsible online behavior. Part of this includes setting limits with them on the amount of time they can be online and what they can look at while online. Set a time of night when all devices are placed in a central location in the home where children can’t access them while in bed.

• As your children demonstrate greater responsibility, give them more leeway with their devices while maintaining some limits and boundaries.

• Let your children know the consequences for violating the rules, while balancing that with privileges they can earn when they respect the rules.



Outside the US 

The challenges of parenting in the pornography era are not limited to parents in the United States. In fact, when pornography access has been studied in countries outside the US, early exposure is the typical finding. For example, among Italian high school students, over three-quarters have viewed pornography.13 In Sweden, teen exposure to pornography is nearly universal, with boys seeking it out more than girls.14 Many boys shave their entire bodies, including their genitals to be like what they see. Girls, in particular, were concerned that their bodies didn’t measure up to the porn ideal.15 Another participant I interviewed, Taylor, was from an Asian country. She noted that many kids in her home country video record when they have sex and put it on the internet because they want to be famous. With the global presence of the internet, these videos are accessible in the United States.

Generational Differences 

Yes, it’s easier to see porn now, but boys didn’t just start looking at pornography when the internet was created. In the 1980s, the average age a boy saw Playboy magazine was eleven. By age fifteen, over nine out of ten boys had seen it. Of course, Playboy depicted images that are far less violent than what exists in today’s mainstream pornography, so much so that, in 2015, Playboy abandoned showing nude models as they couldn’t compete with material online. However, even in the 1980s, by the time boys reached the thirteen-to-fifteen-year-old age range, nine out of ten had viewed an X-rated movie.16

Still, today’s generation of children and adolescents have easier access to pornography than any generation in the history of the world.17 Sam summed this difference up well: kids today have iPhones. Children of the ’80s (and ’90s) didn’t. He expressed concern that kids today are given iPhones at very young ages, enabling them to view porn when they’re younger.

In my interview with Dr. DeKeseredy, we discussed how the average boy today was seeing pornography at age eleven and had essentially unrestricted access to it for all of his adolescence. I asked Dr. DeKeseredy what he thought that boy of today would be like when he grew up. “He’s going to be cruel, he’s going to have unrealistic expectations, I think relationships are going to fall apart. I predict that divorce rates are going to increase significantly because of deep-rooted unhappiness.” These are hardly the characteristics we want to see in our children.

Sexual Challenges 

As a parent, you probably have some concern about the potential sexual behavior of your children when the time comes for them. It stands to reason that most parents don’t want their children engaging in risky sexual behaviors. Engaging in risky sexual behaviors, of course, runs the risk of transmitting any number of sexually transmitted infections. Today, over half of new sexually transmitted infections are diagnosed in adolescents and young adults.18 The only foolproof way to protect oneself from such transmission is to adopt a practice of abstinence until marriage. When you look at the research, it has shown that adolescents who use pornography are more likely to be having sex than their abstaining counterparts.19 For example, a review of nineteen studies found that adolescents who view online pornography are more likely to engage in risky sexual behaviors and to have anxiety or depression.20 Thus, one thing to be mindful of as a parent is that if you have a child with anxiety or depression, a pornography habit may be associated with it and is something to ask him or her about.

A surprising number of adolescent boys have experienced sexual difficulties tied to their pornography use. As previously noted, 27% of adolescent boys report having experienced erectile dysfunction.21 Another issue is using protection in sex. When adolescents are exposed to pornography, they are less likely to use condoms if they engage in sexual intercourse. In good news for parents, if these adolescents had conversations with their parents about the importance of wearing condoms, the “pornography effect” went away.22 Thus, having good conversations with our children about contraception is not only important; it can be impactful. In addition, it’s also a good idea to talk with your children about the obvious benefits of abstinence as well.

Teens and Sexual Violence 

One of the most disturbing impacts of young people’s consumption of pornography is the influence it has on sexual violence. The research we reviewed earlier in the book on the connection between pornography and sexual violence was done mostly on adults. There is further research available making this connection for adolescents. For example, much of the research on adolescents, pornography, and sexual violence shows that there is a portion of boys who are particularly susceptible to the violence-inducing effects of pornography. In a study examining the link between adolescent viewing of pornography and sexual assault, researchers found that for boys who are predisposed to be sexually aggressive, if they frequently consume pornography, they are four times more likely to commit sexual violence than their friends who infrequently use porn.23 Later, members of the same research team extended this line of research. They followed a group of adolescents for three years, and found that those who intentionally viewed violent pornography were six times more likely to commit acts of sexual violence than those who did not view such pornography.24

The types of sexual violence committed by high-risk boys were studied by a team of researchers, including Dr. Eileen Alexy and Dr. Ann Burgess from Boston College and Dr. Robert Prentky from Fairleigh Dickinson University. They studied children and adolescents who have a predisposition to sexually aggressive behavior. The researchers found that children and adolescents predisposed to sexual aggression who also use pornography are more likely to commit rape and are also more likely to have sex with animals than are similar juveniles who were not pornography consumers. Pornography users were also more likely to commit theft and arson.25 No parent wants their child to go down these dark roads.

Pornography is deeply destructive to adolescents. Studies show that the adolescent brain is more sensitive to sexually explicit material than adult brains.26 For example, boys who have seen violent pornography are over twice as likely to report committing sexual violence and physical violence against a dating partner.27 Likewise, girls who have seen violent pornography are more likely to experience sexual violence from a dating partner.28 In young people aged ten to twenty-one, continuing exposure to violent pornography leads to sexual harassment, sexual assault, coercive sex, attempted rape, and rape.29 Similar studies have found that adolescents who view pornography are more likely to have been sexually assaulted.30

Yet it isn’t just violent pornography that is problematic. A study of adolescents who use mainstream pornography also found that they are more likely to commit sexual violence.31 Thus, as parents our concern needs to be not only with particularly violent pornography, but with that which is considered more “mainstream.” Of course, as we’ve discussed, today’s mainstream pornography is increasingly violent.

A final study I will mention on the link between adolescents and sexual violence found that adolescents who viewed sexually explicit websites were almost three times more likely to have used alcohol or drugs during their last sexual experience (thus making sexual assault much more likely) and were twice as likely as other youth to have had anal sex.32 Clearly, we as parents have a great deal to be concerned with when it comes to the pornography viewing of our children. One practical suggestion offered by Dr. Chioco-Conroy is to have another adult who you respect talk to your child about making good decisions with their devices. Sometimes the words of another adult can mean more than what we say as parents.

Seeing Women as Objects 

We’ve already explored the “objectification” of women in porn. Research shows that adolescents, too, fall into this dark mindset. The root of many acts of violence, including sexual violence, involves a process where an individual sees another person as more of an object than a human. A research team in the Netherlands studied the relationship between adolescents looking at pornography and whether they believed women were objects, instead of people. They found that the more boys and girls viewed pornography, the more they believed that females are sex objects.33

Bob has been consuming porn since he was eleven, and perceiving women as objects is part of his story. He believes that his use of pornography about every other day is an addiction. After I interviewed him, he told me that I was the only person with whom he has ever talked about his addiction. He first started looking at pornography when his cousin, who was fifteen, would put it on their television. His cousin watched at least once a day, often twice. Bob noted that he was torn between watching the pornography being shown to him and leaving the room. Over time, from the age of fourteen on, he began to watch it two to three times per week. Bob said that after the first time he saw pornography, he started thinking of women as sex objects rather than as potential dating partners. Bob’s experience helps to demonstrate how older boys can influence younger boys, and lead them into behaviors that will undermine a healthy sexuality in the future. It also points to the need for parents to be careful not to leave children unsupervised with technology.

Pornography and Young Brains 

More and more research is being done on brain development, and how that relates to how adolescents and young adults are impacted by pornography. The developing brain of a young person is deeply affected by viewing pornography, much more so than the brain of an adult.34 An adolescent brain has not yet fully matured, particularly in the control center for suppressing antisocial sexual behaviors they see in pornography. Thus, adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to the impact of violent pornography and are at particular risk for acting on what they see.35

Additional research on adolescent brains found that those who consume pornography are likely to believe things about sex that are unrealistic. Relatedly, girls who watch pornography report to researchers that they worry that their bodies don’t look like the women in pornography. Boys express concern that they won’t be able to perform as well as the men they see.36 This again points to the need for parents to discuss healthy sexuality and realistic expectations for sexual behavior and how that is different from what our children may be seeing in pornography.

Self-Recognition of Harm 

Many of the participants I interviewed described excessive use of pornography to the point that they recognized it as harmful. For example, Tommy began looking at pornography at least weekly at the age of thirteen. He reported to me about a time when he was fifteen when he was using pornography so frequently that he felt like he had to cut back because of the physical pain caused by excessive self-stimulation—as often as ten times a week, he said. “You can hurt yourself … [I’d be like] ‘Stop, back off, you don’t want to do this again.’”

Relational and Spiritual Challenges 

A porn habit hurts relationships. For example, adolescents who use pornography are more likely to have disturbed family relationships.37 They are more likely to have relationship problems with their peers.38 Likewise, adolescents who use pornography frequently have worse relationships with their parents, lower commitment to their family, believe their parents care less about them, and communicate less with their parents.39

They are also more likely to report diminished life satisfaction.40 This lower life satisfaction gives us an opportunity to talk with our children about their goals for life and to try to help them explore more satisfying alternatives to porn.

A related concern for parents of faith is that adolescents who view pornography become less religious over time.41 The more frequently tweens and teens view pornography, the less frequently they attend religious services, the less important their faith is to them, the less frequently they pray and feel close to God, and the more religious doubts they have.42 As a possible antidote, adolescents who are more attached to religious leaders have lower levels of pornography consumption.43 This latter result points to a benefit that parents can consider of finding a reputable religious leader for their children to emulate.

Finally, if you are hesitant to ask your adolescent if they use pornography, do not be worried. Research indicates that simply asking your teen about this has no effect on whether or not they will actually access pornography in the future.44

What Helps? 

If you are concerned about the issues raised in this chapter, you may find some comfort in knowing that experts are beginning to study what can inhibit the use of pornography by adolescents. One study found that adolescents who spend more time with friends in social situations are less likely to view pornography. Boys and girls who are less integrated into their religious group, school, family, and community consumed more pornography.45 Thus, as a parent you may find it useful to gently encourage your child to become more connected to positive activities and involvements.

At the same time parents need to set limits. Therapist Donnie Van Curen has some good advice about making tough decisions as a parent. He notes that although it is difficult, it is important for parents to understand that their goal is not to make their children happy. A challenge we need to be prepared for as parents is that our children are likely to have emotional outbursts when we tell them they can’t be on their phone, for example. We also need to be prepared to note that we set our own standards as a family and do not rely on the parenting decisions their friends’ parents make. A pitfall that Van Curen sees from people he counsels is that too many parents focus too hard on getting their children to like them and being their friend. His advice is to realize that parenting and friendship are two separate things, and that it is up to parents to balance rules and relationships.

Another particularly helpful parenting technique Van Curen offers is that we need to let our children know, from an early age, that they can talk with us about anything. He added, “It has got to be age appropriate, but if my kid starts talking about sex in fifth grade, I’ve got to feel like I can talk with him about sex at his level.” He noted that if our child is asking us about something, we should talk about it with them lest they go to the internet for answers and end up getting into pornography.

When it comes to the tone of conversations we should have with our children, a non-emotional one works best. Van Curen notes that parents need to avoid displaying emotions of fear, anxiety, and anger and instead respond to their children in a non-emotional way about the sensitive topics of sex and pornography. “When they are bringing this up, we have to stay in our head, not in our heart.”

Talk with Your Children 

Dr. Chioco-Conroy recommends that parents use books (like this one) as a springboard for discussion with children about the issue of pornography. She recommends reading books to inform ourselves about the dangers of pornography. She also recommends reading age-appropriate books with our children, as a way to foster discussion with them about difficult topics surrounding pornography. In particular, she recommends Good Pictures, Bad Pictures Junior (for ages 3–6) and Good Pictures, Bad Pictures (for ages 7–11). She notes that you can ask your child questions as you read the book together to make it personal to your individual child.

It starts with communicating with your children, even at a young age, about pornography. This is important because when our children are young, they are highly impressionable. During the tween and teen years (and even earlier), people develop their understanding of sexual relations, establish their identity, and begin to establish the ability to delay gratification.46 When high doses of pornography are used during this time, the scripts that are encoded in a brain can become foundational events that stay with the person.47

Topic 1: Before they graduate from high school, 93% of boys and 62% of girls have seen online pornography.

Topic 2: Eighth graders who have seen pornography are more likely to have sex at a young age, are more likely to have unsafe sex, and are more likely to have multiple partners due to the attitudes toward sex conveyed in pornography.

Topic 3: The brains of youth and teens are more strongly affected by pornography than the brains of adults. Often, youth and teens develop their expectations for what sex should consist of by watching pornography, and this usually doesn’t include consent.

Topic 4: Youth and teens who view online pornography are more likely to have anxiety and depression, lower life satisfaction, and to be less religious over time.

Topic 5: If boys are predisposed to be sexually aggressive, frequent pornography use makes them much more likely to commit sexual violence. Likewise, girls who watch pornography are more likely to experience sexual violence from a dating partner.

Questions to Ask Your Children 

You can use the questions below to generate discussion with your teen or preteen.

Children who are 8–12 years old 


1. Under what circumstances do girls tend to see porn for the first time? Why do you think it often happens this way?

2. Under what circumstances do boys tend to see porn for the first time?

3. What are the odds that you will see pornography before you graduate from high school? How do you feel about that? How might you avoid this?

4. How does pornography affect some boys’ thinking about girls?

5. How might pornography affect some girls’ thinking about boys?

6. How might pornography affect the way boys and girls see themselves?



Children who are 13–17 years old 


1. When eighth graders watch porn, what are some common effects? Why do you think pornography affects them in this way?

2. What impact does watching pornography have on a kid’s sexual behavior and sexual violence? How might this be different for boys and girls?

3. How will you deal with the pressure some of your peers may put on you to look at pornography?
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HOW PORN IS CHANGING SEXUAL SCRIPTS 

As a parent, it can be uncomfortable thinking of our children as one day being sexually active. At some point, they are, however, very likely to engage in sexual activity. A reasonable goal for us as parents is to do our best to encourage a healthy sexuality in keeping with the values of our family toward sexual relations. One of the many ways pornography harms young people is in distorting the “sexual scripts” people follow.

While there is some degree of variability in how people behave sexually, for the most part, there are a limited number of activities that one can engage in, given human design and limitations. Participants I interviewed for this book engaged in a variety of behaviors. Some of their experiences, as influenced by pornography, are described in this chapter not to endorse the behavior, but to further describe the influence of pornography on their actions—and the sexual scripts they followed.

Encoded in the Brain 

If you think about where you learned the most about sex, you probably learned about it from peers, maybe parents, or from some form of media—print, still pictures, or moving pictures. Those tend to be the primary sources of information people use to figure out what sex is.1 When peers or the media describe sex, it usually includes more than just “insert tab A into slot B.” The specifics you are told, or shown, likely include some series of events, that lead to more events, leading to highly stimulating events, and then after a time, the scenario ends. A description of a series of events is a kind of script—something in your mind that is an expectation for how a series of events unfolds. When these expectations play out in a sexual encounter, our expectations form a sexual script.2

The concept of a sexual script is something that scholars who study the impact of media on behavior have researched for a long time. The research of several scholars demonstrates that the expectations we have for an event—such as sexual intercourse—are set with an anticipated series of behaviors that we have laid out in our brain.3 We typically carry this script forward into our behavior and act it out. When studying pornography, many scholars use the term “script” to mean the unwritten messages encoded in our brains that tell us the way a behavior is expected to occur in real life.

When asked whether pornography affects the sexual script that tweens and teens are developing, therapist Donnie Van Curen said, “Yes, absolutely. Pornography and just media. This generation is centered around all shades of gray. And everything is okay, and it is wrong to set a standard. I think this generation is more apt to accept things that were not necessarily accepted twenty years ago…. [With] the pornography that is very available, it has opened up so many aspects of sex that now we have a menu and whatever [path] I decide to go down, that’s acceptable now.”

These scripts can hurt us and other people when the set of behaviors we expect, or request from others, harms ourselves or another person in an encounter. This is where pornography comes in. When people view today’s mainstream pornography, especially repeatedly and over time, it encodes a script in their brain that includes behavior ranging from violent to extremely violent.4 When these scripts are acted upon, they can harm other participants, including our sexually active children, in a sexual encounter. The sexual scripts we learn from pornography are rewriting the way people are engaging in sexual intercourse. Moreover, a nationwide study found that the impact of pornography is increasing.5 This increased impact, as we have seen, is correlated with growing use.

Increasing Use Over Time 

As more people are digital natives each year, and as the generation that has grown up with unrestricted access to pornography enters adulthood, the portion of the total population that has viewed pornography has risen. In the 1970s, 45% of men viewed X-rated movies. The next national study, in the 1990s, found that 61% were viewing X-rated movies, just before the internet boom.6 After the internet made pornography readily available in the first decade of the twenty-first century, research showed that 86% of men were viewing pornography.7

As for young adult women, 28% had viewed an X-rated movie in the 1970s.8 Post-internet, this rose to 36%. The generation born in the 1980s was the first to have internet access in their teens. Smartphones came along a few years later. Pornography is literally at the fingertips of our children. That is why our job as parents today is different from that of the generations that have come before us.

From the Brain to the Behavior 

This increased use of pornography, nearly universal for young men, embeds a set of sexual scripts into their minds, which then plays out in their behavior.9 There are several theories that apply the concept of a script to sexual behavior. They have many similarities, with some nuances that together help us better understand sexual activities. Understanding these theories can help you as a parent understand the impact that pornography is having on your children, and how that impact actually happens in the brain.

Social Cognitive Theory 

One concept is social learning theory, also called social cognitive theory, by Dr. Albert Bandura.10 Psychologists have long understood that much of our behavior is impacted by what we see others do. Social psychologist Albert Bandura showed that people tend to behave in ways they see others behave, particularly when the behavior they observe leads to positive outcomes. A contemporary psychologist, Dr. Ana Bridges, observes that Bandura’s theory is highly applicable to how pornography affects the viewer. She notes that when we view the behavior of others, it is more likely that we will imitate that behavior if we believe the actor is like us. Pornography, she notes, teaches us how to be sexual with other people, how we achieve pleasure ourselves, and potentially, how to give pleasure to others.11 Given the violence in pornography, the lessons it teaches, particularly to teens and tweens with developing brains, are devastatingly harmful. Thus, as parents one thing we need to keep in mind is that our children may seek to act on the behavior they see in pornography, or hear about their friends doing, particularly if the person is similar to our children.

Cognitive Script Theory 

Closely related to the above is cognitive script theory. Dr. Chyng Sun and her colleagues often utilize this concept. Using cognitive script theory, this research team explains that the behavioral patterns (scripts) we see in the media create a model for us to make decisions when we find ourselves in situations similar to the media we have ingested. The more frequently an individual sees the same script play itself out, the more they remember them and the more likely they are to act on those scripts. They note that the script that plays out on most mainstream pornography is one where men inflict violence and degrading acts toward women. They found that the more pornography a man watches, the more he also watches porn on a mobile device during a sexual encounter. Increased amounts of time spent watching pornography are also associated with asking his partner to do things he saw in porn, having to think about what he saw in porn to remain aroused, and being concerned with how he performs sexually. Rather than being an enhancement to a sexual encounter, this research team found that the more men use porn, the less they enjoy sex and the worse they feel about how their body looks.12

3AM Theory 

Another theory that helps us as parents understand sexual scripts is the 3AM theory developed by Dr. Paul Wright. 3AM stands for acquisition, activation, and application. Dr. Wright seeks to explore why the same media content affects different people in different ways. In my recent interview with Dr. Wright, he explained that people learn ways of engaging in sexual behavior through a variety of means, particularly the media. These learned ways of behaving can be triggered by different factors in a person’s environment. People can then choose to act on those triggered learned ways of behaving, or can decide not to behave according to the particular learned behavior. As parents, we might discuss with our children that people often act on what they see in pornography. It is important that our children recognize that what happens in pornography is not real and using it as a guide for behavior can have a variety of negative consequences.

Unrealistic Expectations 

Most parents would likely be surprised to hear that the average person has sexual intercourse two to four years after they see pornography for the first time. Thus, pornography use most often precedes intercourse. This use of pornography is shown by research to set people up for unrealistic expectations for their sexual encounters.13 Ella, whom we met earlier, believes that viewing pornography has led her and her sexual partners to think that they have to try to imitate what they have seen in pornography.

Jack recalled that after seeing a lot of pornography before he first had intercourse, he felt pressure to do what he saw in porn and to look like the men he saw in pornography movies. Bob, a college student in his twenties remarked that he wondered if his sexual performance pleasured his girlfriend enough because it didn’t match what he often saw in pornography.

John, another man I interviewed, is about twenty-seven. He said he had many expectations of how sex is supposed to play out, based on the pornography he has viewed. John recalled that when he initially had sex he tried to imitate what he saw in porn, and he expected his partner to do the same. Instead, the activities were not as extreme as what he had seen in pornography. He told us that during intercourse he said to his partner, “‘This is boring,’ and she got mad and left.” He attributes this unhappy experience completely to what he saw in pornography and expecting his own sexual encounters to be the same as what he had been viewing.

Tommy spoke about how seeing pornography made him less satisfied with his sexual partner. He noted that in pornography, things are fast-paced and designed for maximum arousal for the viewer. He noted that real life can sometimes be different and that can be disappointing. He indicated that he would have been better off not seeing pornography so as to not set such distorted perceptions.

Finally, Jennifer shared how her husband’s pornography use makes her feel self-conscious about her body and how he looks at her. She noted that after having two children, her body changed, and she wonders if she is still pleasing to her husband. Not surprisingly, recent research has shown that using pornography is associated with less satisfaction in relationships, fewer close relationships, more loneliness, and more depression.14

Which Comes First? 

Dr. Wright has studied the chicken-and-egg question of whether pornography affects people’s attitudes about sex or whether people with certain attitudes about sex seek out pornography. In his research, he found that it is pornography that affects attitudes and behavior rather than people with certain attitudes about sex seeking out pornography. In one of his studies he found that if people watched pornography early in his study, they were more likely to have casual sex later in the study, especially people who were unhappy with their lives. In fact, people who were classified as being unhappy with their lives were seven times more likely to have casual sex if they used pornography, compared to unhappy people who did not use pornography.15 He also found that if people had casual sex earlier in the study, it had nothing to do with whether they were watching pornography later in the study. Thus, the effect of pornography seems one way. Pornography leads to casual sexual behaviors, not the other way around. Knowing this as parents, we can make the argument to our children that pornography does indeed have effects on their attitudes and behavior.

Porn and Sexual Violence 

By the year 2000, there were forty-nine experimental studies showing that the use of pornography leads to either worsening attitudes toward sexual violence or an increase in violent behavior. Drs. Neil Malamuth, Tamara Addison, and Mary Koss conducted a comprehensive review of studies published up until that point about pornography and sexual assault. Specifically, they found that sixteen studies, involving over two thousand people, demonstrated that after people view pornography, they are more likely to believe that sexual violence is acceptable. An additional thirty-three laboratory studies, again involving over two thousand people, revealed that pornography caused an increase in aggressive behavior.

The term “caused” can be used in this context, given that an experimental research design was used. These thirty-three studies established that exposure to both nonviolent and violent pornography causes both aggressive attitudes and behavior, with violent pornography having a stronger effect. The researchers also found that men who are at high risk for committing sexual violence also tend to like to view violent pornography more than low-risk men. This pornography viewing by high-risk men seemed to be more influential on them, encouraging them to commit sexual violence.16 Since the year 2000, the weight of the scientific evidence continues to strongly support the conclusion that viewing pornography and committing acts of sexual aggression are strongly connected. In more recent studies of the sexual behaviors of the general public, this link bears out.17 It is important to acknowledge that these and other studies do not say that every person who watches pornography will commit sexual violence. There is not a one-to-one relationship between pornography use and sexual violence. However, the more violent the pornography, the more often it is used, and the more a man has characteristics that put him at increased risk for committing violence, the more likely he is to be sexually violent.

Recent research shows that men’s consumption of pornography impacts their views of women in measurable ways—including, but not limited to, objectification, acceptance of sexual mistreatment of women, and making unwanted sexual advances toward women.18 One reason why pornography use is connected to sexually coercive behavior is that viewers begin to develop sexual scripts that involve coercion and then seek to act them out in real life.19 This effect is described by Dr. Chioco-Conroy as being “rape training for boys and men.”

With increasingly high use of porn, it becomes more likely that men will be likely to rape, likely to commit sexual assault, be sexually entitled, and have hostility toward women.20 Furthermore, men who consume more pornography, particularly male-dominant pornography, are more likely to use sexual force in their own relationships.21 Finally, men’s consumption of pornography, particularly violent pornography, is associated with more aggressive behavior toward female partners. This relationship is even stronger when the man is sexist, feels justified in committing violence, and views women as sexual objects.22

Part of the reason for the association between pornography and sexual violence is that pornography encourages men to look at potential sexual partners as objects, and not as people. As Dr. Wright observed in our recent interview, the available research is consistent in its findings that when people consume pornography, their attitudes toward sex are more impersonal, their attitudes toward women are more objectified, and they have strong support for violence against women. He notes that these consistent effects reflect consistent anti-woman themes throughout the pornography landscape.

Is This What We Want for Our Children? 

Of particular interest to parents is the research showing that people who watch pornography tend to both want to and actually attempt acts they have seen in violent pornography. These cases of imitation include some of the most violent acts in pornography.23 This supports the assertion that watching pornography can lead to imitative behavior, including behavior involving violence.24 As parents who care about our children we must ask, is this what we want for them?

Porn-Specific Behaviors in Sex 

There are many acts scholars refer to as “porn-specific behaviors,” meaning actions that are common in pornography but not as common in real life. Dr. Paul Wright and his team researched these behaviors and found that men are most likely to attempt these more uncommon behaviors if they are heavy users of pornography and specifically when they are under the influence of alcohol.25

Dr. Bridges and her team conducted a similar study, which she told me about in a recent interview. They analyzed “degrading or uncommon behaviors.” They found that men are more likely to do these things to women, and that men’s pornography use significantly increased the chance that men would do these things to women. They also found that the more men watched pornography, the more they wanted to do these things to women (regardless of whether they had); men who used porn more frequently also wanted their female partner to be more aggressive with them during sex.

What about Women? 

For their paper on how porn affects men, Dr. Bridges and her team did a follow-up study by researching the impact on women. In my interview with Dr. Bridges, she noted that she and her research team explored women’s pornography use and how that impacted their sexual encounters. Women were asked whether they experienced a number of violent behaviors targeted toward them. They found that women were more often the targets of these behaviors than men. In addition, if women used pornography, they were more likely to have been a target of these violent behaviors.

Not only were women who use pornography more likely to be a target of these behaviors, they also were more likely to be aggressors. Dr. Bridges noted, “Pornography use is elevating aggression in sex for both men and women.” She also noted that men are more likely to be the aggressor and women the target. This study is one that begins to show us as parents that our daughters are susceptible to the message pornography sends about aggression in sex, in ways that would make most of us uncomfortable and in a way that we wouldn’t wish for them.

Watching Porn While Engaging in Sex 

Dr. Bridges and her associates also found that men who use pornography are more likely to watch pornography with their partner during a sexual encounter. The more a man used pornography, the more he had to conjure up images of porn while he was having sex, to maintain his arousal. Furthermore, male porn users were more likely “to ask a partner to try something they saw in porn, and to role play a porn scene with a sexual partner. Thirty-six percent asked a partner to try something they saw in pornography.”

It’s not unusual for women to report that a husband consumes pornography while having sex with his wife. This leads to diminished intimacy and an overall unsatisfying experience for both. Makynlee reported to me that her husband often watches pornography on his phone while having sex with her.

Another example of porn-involved sexual behavior happens when men ask women to do something they have seen in pornography, as we have discussed before. The most common request is for men to have anal sex with a female partner. In a finding that is likely to be disturbing to parents, this often happens in the teen years. For example, sixteen- to eighteen-year-old girls and boys who had experience with male to female anal sex cited the boy’s desire to reenact what he saw in porn as the most common reason they engaged in the behavior. Girls described the experience using the terms “painful, risky, and coercive.” When teens spoke about having anal sex, they normalized the behavior despite the fact that it was both painful and unsafe regarding the transmission of STIs (sexually transmitted infections) and the potential for internal damage to the recipient.26 This points to the need for us as parents to bring up the topic of anal sex with our children, at an age-appropriate stage, and discuss the possible physical harms.

Friends with Benefits? 

One of the things that is important for us as parents is to understand some of the words and phrases that our children may use for the kinds of relationships in which they may engage. One of these phrases is “friends with benefits.” Dr. Scott Braithwaite, an associate professor of psychology at Brigham Young University, led a series of studies about how the use of pornography affects sexual relationships. He found that an increasingly common type of sexual relationship is referred to as “friends with benefits.” This type of relationship is defined as being friends and engaging in sexual relations, but having no romantic or other commitment to one another. Researchers suggest that these relationships pose a high risk of contracting an STI. They have also found that the more frequently people view pornography, the more likely they are to be in a “friends with benefits” relationship and commit the risky sexual behaviors shown in porn.27

In a related study, Dr. Braithwaite and his research team explored the phenomenon of hooking up. As differentiated from friends with benefits, hooking up involves having sexual relations with someone you do not particularly know. It is also more likely to be a one-time event rather than an occasional, repeated sexual encounter with the same person. In their research, Dr. Braithwaite’s research team found that the more people used pornography, the more likely they were to hook up, and the more hookup partners they have had. As in the case of friends with benefits relationships, they found that the relationship between pornography use and hooking up depended on the individual’s sexual script. If they had a more permissive sexual script, high pornography use seemed to lead to more hook-up partners.28

Finally, Dr. Braithwaite’s research team examined the risky behaviors of consuming alcohol and the absence of condoms in a sexual encounter. They found that the more frequently college students used pornography, the more likely they were to have a penetrative hookup, while intoxicated, and without a condom. Thus, in several ways, frequent use of pornography was associated with high-risk sexual behavior.29

Countering the Sexual Scripts in Pornography 

Dr. Chioco-Conroy notes that we need to teach our children how to reject pornography because of the way it affects their sexual template. For example, she states, “We know that pornography gives the wrong messages, about your body image, what they should look like. It also changes their attitudes about sex. What they are seeing is degrading and aggressive and violent acts and they don’t have to try very hard to find those things on the internet. That is what they are learning that sex is about because that is the way it is being depicted.” The most important lesson here? To teach our children that healthy sexuality functions “to deepen love, and to strengthen trust and reinforce intimacy.”

Talk to Your Children 

Topic 1: What you learn about sex forms expectations in your mind about what sex consists of, often called a “sexual script.” You don’t want that script to be written by an industry that doesn’t have your best interests at heart.

Topic 2: The script that plays out in most mainstream pornography is one where men inflict violence and degrading acts on women. Interestingly, the more men use porn, the less they enjoy sex and the worse they feel about how their body looks.

Topic 3: Research shows that using pornography sets people up for unrealistic expectations for their sexual encounters.

Topic 4: Using pornography is associated with less satisfaction in relationships, less close relationships, more loneliness and more depression.

Topic 5: The more people view pornography, the more they think sexual violence is okay. The more men use porn, the more likely they are to commit sexual assault. Women who watch pornography are more likely to be sexually assaulted and have other violence perpetrated against them.

Questions to Ask Your Children 

You can use the questions below to generate discussion with your teen or preteen.

Children who are 8–12 years old 


1. What do you think our family values when it comes to a decision to have sex with another person?

2. When do you think it is okay for two people to have sex?

3. How might pornography affect your opinion about what goes on in sex?



Children who are 13–17 years old 


1. What factors will go into your decision that it is a time in your life when you will have sexual intercourse?

2. What is important to you when you think about having sex with another person?

3. In what ways do you think the pornography you have seen has set expectations for you on what sex is like?

4. What are your thoughts about one day having sex with someone who has used a lot of violent pornography?

5. What kinds of behaviors can lead to the transmission of an STI? How does what is shown in pornography relate to that?
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WHAT ELSE CAN I DO? 

Confronting Pornography in Your Life, the Lives of Others, and in Our Society 

Even more than protecting your children, I hope this book will motivate you to take other actions to work toward a world free from the influence of pornography. In order to fight the battle on a broader societal level, I believe we need to understand the ways in which pornography is a public health issue. The degree to which pornography has become extremely violent, universally available, and used by so many is a public health crisis. It is also apparent that many adults have not taken this seriously, nor have they helped their children navigate around these landmines. Indeed, many parents have been caught off guard by the menacing nature of today’s pornography. Now that you’ve read most of this book, I’m convinced that you won’t be caught off guard. It is time to turn to ways we can have an impact on a broader level. By having a broader impact, we set good examples for our children as parents and help create a world for them that is safer and freer from the pitfalls of pornography.

All of us, parents, pastors, teenagers, grandparents, scholars, writers, legislators, religious leaders and concerned citizens can do something to attenuate the impact of pornography. It may be in our own lives, the lives of others, or being involved in a broader societal change.

Initial Steps 

As I have researched this book, several general ideas stand out as recommendations to people who are trying to cut down on or eliminate their own pornography use, or the porn use of someone they care about. The following are some initial ideas that apply to everyone from a casual user to an addict. More specifically, I recommend these ideas for you and for your children.

Restrict Access 

First, everyone should do everything possible to restrict online access to pornography. Some simple things you can do include setting your internet browser to a safe setting. Doing this on your children’s devices is also an obviously good idea. For example, Google has a “safe search” setting that screens out most (but not all) adult content. This feature can also be locked, so parents can set a password to ensure that computers or other devices belonging to their children have at least one filter in place. To access this filter, simply go to the Google home page, go to the settings section, then click search settings, and click the box “turn on safe search.” One of the greatest benefits of this feature is that it will help the user avoid unintentional contact with images that could lead the user to click on more extreme images. I recommend that if you have not yet done so, you put this book down, activate Safe Search on every device in your home, and then keep reading.

Filtering and Accountability Software 

I recommend installing an internet filter and accountability system on all of your devices that can access the internet. There are at least a dozen such services. The most commonly used, and the one I recommend, is Covenant Eyes.1 Why not give it a try? Doing so can help you as a parent set a good example for your children, and it can alert you if your children are looking at pornography. If you are concerned about your own pornography use and this has been a problem for you, one strategy for installing accountability software is to have a close friend set the password for it. This will help keep explicit images and content from appearing as a result of online searches. It also sends a list of questionable websites to an individual designated by the owner of the internet-accessible device.

If you are inclined to allow your child under eighteen to have a smartphone (which I recommend against because of its easy access to pornography), an internet filter and accountability system is absolutely necessary. Go through the easy setup process to have an email sent to you with a list of questionable websites they have accessed. If you have ever accessed pornography from a computer or smartphone, you too should get an internet filtering and accountability system. Make sure an email is sent to your spouse, grandmother, accountability partner, or anyone you really wouldn’t want knowing that you viewed pornography.

Another bit of parenting advice that was offered by Donnie Van Curen, LMFT, had to do with setting up obstacles to seeing pornography. He noted that setting up internet filtering and accountability systems are absolutely necessary, but we need to remember that they won’t necessarily prevent all access to pornography. One thing they can do is delay when your child figures out other ways to access pornography. Van Curen notes that we shouldn’t be surprised once our children find a way to access pornography.

Take Serious Measures to Avoid Contact with Pornography 

If you or someone you care about has a pattern of accessing explicit content on a computer or mobile device, get rid of the device. If you are using a device to access pornography and you’ve tried, unsuccessfully, to stop, get rid of the device from which you access pornography. In a world where smartphones and laptops seem universal, this suggestion can seem extreme. However, given the documented effects of a pornography addiction, it is much less unpleasant to get rid of a device than it is to suffer the consequences of addictive use. As you consider this suggestion, ask yourself, “Is it safe for an alcoholic to work in a liquor store? If someone is trying to break an addiction to prescription drugs, should they work in a pharmacy?” The obvious answer to both of these questions is no. And if someone has a mobile internet device in their pocket, there is little between them and their next hit of pornography.

Set Standards Early 

Another piece of practical advice is offered again by Donnie Van Curen. He provides recommendations on how to engage in the battle to protect our children from harm. Specifically, he suggests setting standards early with our children, identifying to them what their phone is for (contacting parents) and what it is not for (pornography use). He extends his advice to encourage us as parents to also talk about what we can watch on TV and what we should not. He recommends this so that we help protect our children from sliding into pornography use. He adds, “Those standards have to be set at a very young age. Because I think the key is, it is not about will they be tempted or will they look at porn; it is about when and what will you be able to do about it?”

Get Help 

If you or someone you know is struggling, seek the assistance of someone who is experienced helping people change their behavior. I highly recommend talking with a certified sex addiction therapist. This kind of individual can guide you through the process of overcoming an addiction or other kind of problematic use of pornography that you wish to move beyond. This recommendation is reinforced by Dr. William Struthers, author of Wired for Intimacy: How Pornography Hijacks the Male Brain and professor of psychology at Wheaton College. If you are unable to find such an individual, he suggests that you find someone who specializes in sex addictions. He says that each person needs to figure out why he or she is using pornography and work with a counselor on how to understand that use and overcome it.

Greg talked about the importance of getting help from someone with experience. He noted that when he finally sought help from an organization called Pure Life Ministries, he was able to make progress. He had a weekly thirty-minute phone appointment with a counselor, sharing how his week had gone. He also described living with four other roommates who kept each other accountable for not watching pornography. Greg highly valued the accountability, something he says he experienced for the first time in his life.

Paul, whom we heard from earlier in this book, gave advice as someone who was addicted to pornography for years. When I interviewed him, he had been free from it for four years and counting. He suggested that if a person is addicted to pornography, they will not be able to kick the addiction on their own. He recommends dropping one’s pride and getting help from someone. He also recommends finding someone to hold you accountable to not using pornography. From his faith perspective, he also recommends using the power of God to escape pornography.

Recovery Programs 

If someone is addicted to pornography, they will likely need a multi-pronged approach. Following some of the steps I enumerated above is a good start. As a Christian, I value faith-based approaches to overcoming struggles with pornography. That said, I hope that many people who are not Christians are reading this book—if that is you, thank you for reading! Here are some suggestions for those who prefer a faith-based approach, and for those who do not.

The most promising non-religious program I know of to treat problematic pornography use is called The Fortify Program. It can be found at joinfortify.com. The Fortify program has an ongoing treatment plan and is financially accessible. It is designed to help people, especially young people, gain freedom from pornography use. It takes between two and five months to successfully complete online. The Fortify Program was developed by a group that has a very popular anti-porn website, Fight the New Drug. The program was written with oversight from psychologists, neurologists, therapists, and a wide variety of mental health professionals. They have impressive data demonstrating effectiveness. The makers of the Fortify Program shared that data with me. They note that approximately 25,000 people (mostly teens, mostly males) have participated in the program as of 2021. Of those people, 95% say that the program is moving them toward complete freedom from pornography. At the beginning of the program, 57% report symptoms of depression; at the end it is only 9%. The average program participant views porn four times per week as they start; this levels to an average of one time per week after a couple months. Clearly, the Fortify program is showing strong signs of success; I recommend it highly. I also think it can be used alongside a faith-based approach, making it a versatile choice for those whose pornography use is beyond their control.

A similar online program that operates from a Christian perspective is called The Freedom Fight (thefreedomfight.org). This program takes you through about four dozen videos to help you learn what pornography is doing to you and how to get out of it. In addition to their recovery program, they have a very good website with a lot of useful information. I strongly recommend this program, especially for Christian men in the eighteen-to-thirty-year-old range. Importantly, this program is for women too.

For those who want an in-person experience, a Christian-based program that I have heard a great deal about, and I support, is Celebrate Recovery (www.celebraterecovery.com). It meets in churches and other locations across the United States. These groups have a mission of helping people overcome “hurts, habits, and hang-ups”—one of which may be pornography. The program applies the Bible to promote recovery. It has a thirty-year history; from what I hear from participants, it is a strong program. If you do an internet search for “Celebrate Recovery” along with the name of the place you live, there is a good chance you can find a group nearby.

Lately, I keep hearing about more promising and successful recovery programs. I will list ones I hear about on my website, www.johnfoubert.com. I encourage you to check them out for recent ideas.

Approaches for Faith Leaders, Parents, and Counselors 

Faith Leaders 

If you have a leadership role in a religious group or ministry and you haven’t started fighting the spiritual and cultural battle against pornography, I highly recommend that you consider doing so. After talking with numerous men who are living with a porn addiction, I’ve learned that for them, it is an isolating, shameful, horrific experience. For those who follow the Bible like I do, I encourage you to make your church into a place where men, women, boys, and girls can follow the advice in James 5:16: “Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective.” In my view, too many religious groups ignore the problem of pornography, at the peril of their members. Religious groups, like so many other groups of people, must get past their discomfort with talking about the issue of pornography, and focus on ways that the religious group can be an encouragement to members who want to rid themselves of its influence. The time for thinking “It doesn’t happen in my group” is over. I encourage religious leaders to give a talk on pornography, start a support group using the Celebrate Recovery model or another reputable program, and publicize the availability of counselors in your area who are certified sex addiction therapists.

Parents 

As we have discussed throughout this book, parents need to take the lead on guiding their children away from the message pornography sends them. There are several ways to do this. If your child is eleven or older, it is likely too late to help them deal with pornography for the first time, but it is never too late to talk to your son or daughter. I recommend starting conversations about pornography around age nine. Discussing the issues and asking some of the questions that are at the end of each chapter in this book can be a great way to initiate an ongoing conversation.

Obviously, the place you want to get to with your children is a response where they develop the skills to say to friends, “No thanks, I don’t want to look at that,” or some variation. When your children reach the age where they have smartphones (which I think should be as late as possible) and even more importantly when their friends have smartphones, specific conversations with them about what to do when a friend shows them pictures of naked people need to happen. I’d suggest avoiding the term “pornography” as it can be a vague one. Rather, I’d suggest focusing on pictures of people doing things that should be private; things that we don’t have a right to look at.

Another idea I’ve heard, and support, is to tell your kids that they can have privacy in two places—in the bathroom and when changing clothes. Otherwise, as their parent, you can and will look into anything they have. Parents should control passwords on phones, should install accountability software, and should take phones away if they are being used to access pornography. Bear in mind that when you give kids privacy in bathrooms, that is often a place they will go to look at pornography and masturbate. While it is a good idea to give them privacy while using the toilet, you might say something through the door to them if they are in there for an extended period of time, and just check in. Or, you could just make a rule about not bringing your phone or computer into the bathroom.

The most promising secular resource I am enthusiastic about for parents is the parents program with Culture Reframed (www.culturereframed.org). In the parents program, the goal is to help parents build resilience and resistance in kids to the porn culture. The program is rooted in a series of three-minute videos of good advice for how parents can have conversations with their children. In addition, there is a helpful tool kit, advice, worksheets, and a complete guide for parents who want (and need) to talk to their kids about porn. Alongside that, Culture Reframed is building a professionals program where they are resourcing therapists, doctors, adolescent psychologists, and pediatricians to provide education on how to best help patients and clients struggling with porn addiction.

I asked Dr. Gail Dines, the leader of Culture Reframed, for ideas on how parents can help their children avoid the perils of pornography. She said, “Fighting porn is not just about restricting access. You want to get kids to the point where they know that going on that will have an effect on them that they don’t want to have. It is not just restricting access, it has to go much deeper than that. Because if you restrict access, any kid can get around a filter. You have to resource the kids to understand that if I click on to this, what is the cost going to be to me? And the cost is that you are going to be manipulated by the porn industry, you are going to be used, they are going to hijack your sexuality before you even own it, they are going to turn you into a commodity, and you are going to lose control over your life.”

Counselors 

If you are counseling a client who has viewed pornography and he or she wonders if they will be able to perform sexually in the way people in pornography do, it is wise to tell them that they cannot. This is because male performers tend to take drugs to facilitate their sexual performance. Female performers often have breast implants, take drugs to dull the pain, and go to great lengths to pretend they are enjoying what is, in fact, painful. Thus, what is seen in pornography isn’t an accurate reflection of what can be expected from a sexual encounter. Counselors (and parents) should also know that many adolescents view pornography for purposes of sex education. Of course, it is natural for adolescents to be curious about sex and for them to want to know more about it. When they seek such information from pornography, they are likely to see unhealthy sexual behaviors and practices. The consequences of this can include conflicted views about sexuality, potentially violent beliefs and attitudes toward women, and unhealthy sexual practices. Thus, a counselor should be ready to educate adolescents about both the mechanics of sex, and the emotional elements. In doing so, they should keep in mind that what the adolescent has likely seen portrays a violent, power-imbalanced view of sexual relations.2

Another practical tip for counselors, and indeed parents, offered by Dr. Chioco-Conroy is to teach children about their emotions and how to manage stress. She notes that pornography is often used as a stress reliever and that can be very destructive. Teaching our children how to manage their emotions is seen as a key to helping them avoid the pitfalls of pornography.

Counselors should also know that experimental studies involving brain scans show that people addicted to pornography are on a constant quest for novel images, become conditioned and then habituated to the sexual stimuli they masturbate to, usually in private. Such addicted individuals tend to be more anxious, depressed, impulsive, and obsessive-compulsive. Thus, clients or patients who present as anxious or depressed should be asked about their pornography use.3

Public Policy 

If the grip that pornography has on so many is ever to be loosened, a coordinated public policy effort must take place. Parents have a key role to play in this effort, as doing so can help create a safer world for their children. This could occur using several different strategies. My hope is that after having read this book, you will be more motivated to work toward changes on a broad, societal level. Below, I mention some ideas that can help make societal change.

Public Health Approach 

Dr. Gail Dines now believes that “the greatest hope in the US for stemming the porn industry is the public health approach. I would like to see violent porn basically restricted to such a degree that it would be very difficult to get ahold of. I’d like to see restrictions to the production side as well because there is terrible violence toward women in it. In the USA, the best model we’ve come up with is the public health model. It gets traction, it makes sense, it gets to the root of the problem.”

According to the American Public Health Association, public health “promotes and protects the health of people and the communities where they live, learn, work and play.”4 This approach seems both logical and promising for addressing the dangers of pornography in the years to come. So when you discuss the issue of pornography with your children, and as it comes up in conversation with other parents, I encourage you to maintain that pornography is an important public health issue. If you have contact with government officials, this is an important argument to make with them as well, as it is a palatable way to bring up the issue of pornography and a good framework to organize its dangers.

Regulate ISPs 

Another promising strategy for curtailing the culture influence of pornography is offered by Dr. Kirk Doran, who suggests that people advocate for regulation of internet service providers. More than four out of five people who use the internet do so through only twenty-five service providers. If internet lines were regulated so that the ISPs were liable for transmitting illegal material (and transmitting obscene pornography is of course illegal), many consumers would be unable to access much of the internet pornography available today. Dramatic enforcement of any violation of such regulations by ISPs would be essential for this to work.5 This is an area where you, as a parent, can have a great impact by contacting your state and national government representatives to encourage the regulation of ISPs. If and when many people advocate for regulating ISPs, it could make for a much safer internet for ourselves and our children.

Take Action through Organizations 

One organization that I have found very helpful for those seeking to have a broad impact in the fight against pornography is the National Center on Sexual Exploitation (endsexualexploitation.org). I serve on the board for this organization. This group does a great job impacting public policy and getting corporations to end practices that sexually exploit others. For example, they successfully convinced several hotel chains to remove in-room pornography from their guest rooms, worldwide. They also helped lead the effort to get the major credit card companies to stop their use on major pornography websites. One reason they are so successful is that they give people like you a voice by giving you easy actions like sending an email to targeted groups when an effort is undertaken. This simple way of demonstrating your support can help make big changes. The direct link to this portion of their work is endexploitationaction.com. They also have a substantial archive of published research, online presentations, and helpful articles for people who seek to decrease the influence of pornography in our society. I highly recommend subscribing to their website, donating to help their work, and helping in any way you can.

A Concluding Thought 

A generation has been raised using pornography as a guide to sexual behavior. As many have noted, the pornography industry has hijacked the sexuality of the generation that has grown up on internet pornography. They have been sold a lie that sexual intimacy should be violent, impersonal, and demeaning to women. If you are in this generation, I urge you to apply every practice in this chapter that seems helpful to you so that you can take back your conception of what a healthy sexual relationship consists of in reality. In my view, the best model of healthy sexuality is articulated by the one who created sex itself, God! Reading the Song of Solomon goes a long way to understanding how God designed sex, and how it should be used to bond husband and wife.

I urge you to do all it takes to rid yourself of the lies our pornified culture has sold you. If you are concerned about the generation raised on today’s pornography and the generations to follow, I implore you to take up the fight to keep pornography from the eyes of those you love. Recognize that the battle is even more than one for individuals; it is for all of us. Make every effort to keep sexually violent images from popping up on or otherwise appearing on your internet-accessible devices by using Google Safe Search and an internet filter and accountability system like Covenant Eyes. Pursue a healthy sexuality, free from violence, free from the influences of an industry that will do anything to anyone to get your money, and free from the messages that sex should hurt and is demeaning, particularly to women.

Though it is impossible in today’s society not to see pornography, I hope that by implementing the ideas in this book, you will help your children and others live by your values rather than those of a devastatingly harmful business. In my view, we are better than what the pornography industry makes people out to be. My wish for you, and our culture, is to be free from their influence once and for all.
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YOUR QUESTIONS … ABOUT SEX … ANSWERED. 
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Sex is everywhere. And misunderstandings about it are even more pervasive. Whether you have questions of your own and don’t know who to ask, or you are being asked questions and don’t know where to turn—this small book has the answers. Bestselling author and speaker, Josh McDowell believes that no question is off limits and that knowledge, not ignorance, is the key to youthful purity and a fulfilling marriage and family.
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IF YOU FEEL LIKE YOU’RE LOSING YOUR TEEN TO TECHNOLOGY, YOU’RE NOT ALONE. 
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Screens and Teens applauds the good aspects of the digital age, but also alerts parents to how technology contributes to self-centered character, negative behaviors, and beliefs that inhibit spiritual growth. Dr. Kathy Koch prescribes manageable solutions regardless of your teen’s technology involvement.
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