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Eﬀects of Pornography on Adolescents
Pornography has signiﬁcant eﬀects during all stages of family life. A cross-sectional survey revealed
that 87 percent of Australians aged 15 to 29 years had ever viewed pornography.1) According to a
large survey of American college students, 51 percent of males and 32 percent of females admitted to
viewing pornography for the ﬁrst time before they were 13 years old.2) For a child exposed to
pornography within a family setting, pornography causes stress and increases the risk for developing
negative attitudes about the nature and purpose of human sexuality.
For adolescents who view pornography, their attitudes toward their own and others’ sexuality change,
and their sexual expectations and behavior are shaped accordingly.

1. Eﬀects on Adolescents
1.1 Sexual Development
Pornography viewing among teenagers disorients them during that developmental phase when they
have to learn how to handle their sexuality and when they are most vulnerable to uncertainty about
their sexual beliefs and moral values.3) A study of 2,343 adolescents found that sexually explicit
Internet material signiﬁcantly increased their uncertainties about sexuality.4) The study also showed
that increased exposure to sexually explicit Internet material increased favorable attitudes toward
sexual exploration with others outside of marriage and decreased marital commitment to the other
spouse.5) Another study by Todd G. Morrison, professor of psychology at the University of
Saskatchewan, and colleagues found that adolescents exposed to high levels of pornography had
lower levels of sexual self-esteem.6) Based on a national longitudinal survey of 12 to 17 year olds, Dr.
Rebecca Collins et al reported that adolescents who viewed more sexual content on television were
more likely to initiate sexual intercourse and progress to more advanced noncoital sexual activities
over the following year. Television that included only talk about sexual intercourse bore similar results
to television that actually depicted sexual conduct.7)
High adolescent consumption of pornography also aﬀects behavior. Male pornography use is linked to
signiﬁcantly increased sexual intercourse with non-romantic friends,8) and is likely a correlate of the
so-called “hook-up” culture. In a meta-analysis of longitudinal and cross-sectional studies covering
twenty two studies, Paul Wright and colleagues reported that pornography consumption—both violent
and non-violent–is associated with verbal and physical sexual aggression. The association held for
both males and females, and for both adolescents and adults.9)
Exposure to pornographic sexual content can be a signiﬁcant factor in teenage pregnancy. A three
year longitudinal study of teenagers found that frequent exposure to televised sexual content was
related to a substantially greater likelihood of teenage pregnancy within the succeeding three years.
This same study also found that the likelihood of teenage pregnancy was two times greater when the
quantity of that sexual content exposure, within the viewing episodes, was high rather than low.10)

1.2 Mental Health
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A signiﬁcant relationship also exists between frequent pornography use and feelings of loneliness,
including major depression.11) Frequent pornography consumption alters the brain in ways similar to
the neurological alterations of those addicted to cocaine, alcohol, and methamphetamines.12) Viewing
pornography can engender feelings of shame: In a study of high school students, the majority of those
who had viewed pornography felt some degree of shame for viewing it. However, 36 percent of males
and 26 percent of females said they were never ashamed of viewing pornography,13) giving some idea
of the level of desensitization already reached in society.

2. Parental Involvement
Although U.S. adolescents indicate their preferred source of sexual information is their parents, more
than half of them report they have learned about intercourse, pregnancy, and birth control from
television, and half of teenage women report they ﬁrst learned about intercourse from magazines.14)
A study of 1,300 eight- to thirteen-year-old girls found that, among those who engaged in “cybersex,”
95 percent of the parents were completely unaware of their children’s involvement.15) Compared to
adolescents who do not search for pornography online, adolescents who search for pornography
online are about three times as likely to have parents who do not monitor their behavior at all (or very
little). Compared to those who do not seek out pornography, those who seek Internet pornography are
three times as likely to give a poor rating of their attachment to their parent.16)

2.1 Related American Demographics
According to the General Social Survey, adults who grew up living with both biological parents are less
likely to have viewed an X-rated movie in the last year.17) (See Chart)
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3. Eﬀects on Children
The impact of a parent’s use of pornography on young children is varied and disturbing. Pornography
eliminates the warmth of aﬀectionate family life, which is the natural social nutrient for a growing
child. Other losses and traumas related to the use of pornography when a child is young include:
encountering pornographic material a parent has acquired;
encountering a parent masturbating;
overhearing a parent engaged in “phone sex”;
witnessing and experiencing stress in the home caused by online sexual activities;
increased risk of the children becoming consumers of pornography themselves;
witnessing and being involved in parental conﬂict;
exposure to the commodiﬁcation of human beings, especially women, as “sex objects”;
increased risk of parental job loss and ﬁnancial strain;
increased risk of parental separation and divorce;
decreased parental time and attention—both from the pornography-addicted parent and from
the parent preoccupied with the addicted spouse.18)
Also, parents may disclose their struggle with the addiction to pornography to their children,
intentionally or unintentionally, thereby distorting their children’s sexual development.19)
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This entry draws heavily from The Eﬀects of Pornography on Individuals, Marriage, Family and
Community.
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