
Rethinking Porn ography + Healthy Adolescent Sexual Wellbeing

Each generation of Australian adolescents is increasingly encountering more pornography, or Sexually Explicit Media (SEM) with usage 
mirroring behavioural patterns of adolescents and adults in other countries. Global research into adolescent use of SEM has tended to 
emphasise speculated negative effects, minimise any positive effects, as well as side-stepping design and methodological weaknesses that challenge 
the majority of the conclusions regarding negative impacts. SEM needs to be considered within the broader context of wider contemporary media 
reflecting or influencing societal attitudes towards sex, sexuality, body image, gender relations, violence or broader ideas of wellbeing. Additionally 
the narrow focus on the behavioural use of SEM often ignored a more holistic psychology of adolescent sexual wellbeing, beyond sexual 
innocence and virginity. Using a holistic positive approach to adolescent sexuality a more critical re-examination of the negative effects proposed 
by the literature, especially review studies, are explored. When motives and pre-existing characteristics of users of SEM are considered, strong 
positive effects are found for the sexually diverse, with some positive effects still for heterosexuals of both genders. Longitudinal research into the 
widespread voluntary consumption of SEM by Australian adolescents, showed adolescents approach SEM with critical media literacy; perceived it 
as a valued source of positive sexuality information to improve sexual relations, representing a more realistic diversity of sexual tastes, experience 
and orientations, with usage having positive effects on adolescent sexual wellbeing and sexual relationships into adulthood.
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Australian adolescents are increasingly encountering more pornography, or Sexually Explicit Media 
(SEM) (McKee, 2010; Flood, 2007), with the vast majority being intentionally accessed easily through 
the internet, mirroring behavioural patterns of adolescents in other countries (Svedin, Åkerman, & 
Priebe, 2011). Global research into adolescent use of SEM has tended to emphasise contemporary 
internet pornography is more extreme in nature to pornography of generations past, the passive role 
of the adolescent to exposure, highlight speculated negative effects (developing unrealistic sexual 
attitudes and beliefs that could lead to higher anxiety and mood disorders; cultivating poor gender 
values; increased sexual, violent, delinquent, risk-taking, and sexual assault behaviours; increasing 
social isolation and vulnerability to child sexual abuse; and potential online sexual problems and 
addictions), minimise any positives effects, as well as side-stepping design and methodological 
weaknesses that challenge the majority of the conclusions regarding the negative impact of SEM on 
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Figure 2 Pornography is only a nebulous subset of all sex and sexuality media representations, 
extending into all dimensions depending on subjective moral judgment. SEM has a clearer 
distinction, but the judgement of whether it is ‘pure’ or obscene is more subjective. The depiction 
of the subcategories of violence and other (insert any ‘porn’ sub-genre) are more illustrative of 
again how they can subjective cross the axis boundaries rather than suggesting what percentage 
they currently constitute. 

Sex + Sexuality Media Representations

Figure 1 As most SEM viewed online are offered freely, SEM providers rely primarily on advertising and offer details of the content accessed by online 
adult SEM consumers to attract advertising clients. No specific studies have examined the content of adolescent online SEM use, with researchers instead 
just speculating that adolescents will be exposed to the worst aspects in order to offer how SEM use then leads to problematic sexual behaviours, gender 
attitudes and relationships. Hald et al. (2013) found no difference between genders of 4,600 Dutch 15-25 year olds in the consumption of specifically 
themed offline and online SEM, including materials depicting violent/forced sex, SM/bondage/fetishrelated sex, or “other” themed sex. 

•	 limited	relevance	
of	past	studies		
[poor generalisation + application to  
contemporary settings]

•	 poor	operational-
ised	definitions,	
measures	+		
interpretation	
[difficulty	of	replication	+	correlational	
limiting	causal	speculation]	

•	 limited	concept	of	
adolescent	sexual	
wellbeing		
[maintaining	innonence	rather	than	
empowering	maturity	and	agency]

adolescents (Peter & Valkenburg, 2016; McNair, 2014; Owens et al. 2012; Flood, 2009), often without any consideration of increasing acceptance and higher 
use by adults of SEM compared to adolescents (Peter & Valkenburg, 2011). The narrow focus on the behavioural use of SEM often ignores a more holistic 
psychology of adolescent sexual wellbeing, beyond sexual innocence and virginity (Harden, 2014). This presentation seeks to re-examine the literature on the 
role of contemporary internet SEM impact, with a focus on review studies, on Australian adolescents, particularly highlighting the lack of relevance, poor 
operationalisation that makes replication of results difficult, and limited concept of adolescent sexual wellbeing. 
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Figure 3 The effect of social 
relationships (through their 
values, beliefs, attitudes 
and actions) on individuals’ 
development and engagement 
with and interpretation of the 
media (Bryant, 2009).

Country-specific and certain 
demographic-specific studies 
suggest that the culture/
society, strength of religious 
affiliation and socioeconomic 
status can significantly impact 
the attitudes and uses of SEM 
of adolescents within those 
groups. Research into individual 
differences clearly demonstrate 
that SEM does not influence all 
individuals in the same way. 

Limited relevance of past studies Poor operationalised definitions, measures + interpretation Limited concept of adolsecent sexual wellbeing

Historical context of offline porn illicit/deviant 
Societal changes about + to sex/sexuality/porn
Discontinuous youth media consumption patterns 
Clinical/problematic populations studied
Nature of content accessed not examined

Definitions inconsistent/vague
Measures/stimulus materials ill-defined
Correlation (not causation) approaches
Individual differences provide better explanations
Positive effects often discounted

Youth sexuality often viewed as problematic
Voice of youth rarely considered or studied
Youth media literacy + seeking agency ignored
Diversity (race/sexuality/ability) discounted
Longitudinal studies show mininal negative effects 
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Figure 2 Pornography is only a nebulous subset of all sex and sexuality media representations, 
extending into all dimensions depending on subjective moral judgment. SEM has a clearer 
distinction, but the judgement of whether it is ‘pure’ or obscene is more subjective. The depiction 
of the subcategories of violence and other (insert any ‘porn’ sub-genre) are more illustrative of 
again how they can subjective cross the axis boundaries rather than suggesting what percentage 
they currently constitute.

Figure 4  The Adolescent wellbeing dimensions encompasses a holistic sex positive approach to 
developmental adolescent sexuality, in contrast to a ‘risk’ model that focuses on sexual innocence. These 
dimensions can be independent of sexual activities engaged in or refrained from, eg those with higher 
sexual self-efficacy often choose to delay age of initial intercourse. BTW Harden didn’t give a name for the 
last dimension.  



References (with review studies highlighted)
Albury, K. (2013). Young people, media and sexual learning: 
rethinking representation. Sex Education, 13, 32–44. doi: 
10.1080/14681811.2013.767194
Albury, K. (2014). Porn and sex education, porn as sex education. Porn 
Studies, 1, 172-181. doi: 10.1080/23268743.2013.863654
Allen, L., & Carmody, M. (2012). ‘Pleasure has no passport’: re-visiting 
the potential of pleasure in sexuality education. Sex Education: Sexuality, 
Society and Learning, 12(4), 455-468. doi: 0.1080/14681811.2012.677208
Arrington-Sanders, R., Harper, G. W., Morgan, A., Ogunbajo, A., Trent, 
M., & Fortenberry, J. D. (2015). The role of sexually explicit material in the 
sexual development of same-sex-attracted Black adolescent males. Archives 
of sexual behavior, 44(3), 597-608.
Ashurst, L., & McAlinden, A. M. (2015). Young people, peer-to-peer 
grooming and sexual offending Understanding and responding to harmful 
sexual behaviour within a social media society. Probation Journal, 62(4), 
374-388.
Barker, M. (2014). Psychology and pornography: some reflections. Porn 
Studies, 1, 120-126. doi: 10.1080/23268743.2013.859468
Bloom, Z. D., & Hagedorn, W. B. (2015). Male adolescents and 
contemporary pornography: Implications for marriage and family 
counselors. Family Journal, 23(1), 82–89. doi:10.1177/1066480714555672
Bryant, C. (2010). Adolescence, pornography and harm. Youth Studies 
Australia, 29(1), 18-26.
de Visser, R.O., Badcock, P.B., Simpson, J.M., Grulich, A.E., Smith A.M.A., 
Richters, J., & Rissel, C. (2014). Attitudes toward sex and relationships: the 
Second Australian Study of Health and Relationships. Sexual Health, 11, 
397–405. doi: 10.1071/SH14099
Döring, N. M. (2009). The Internet’s impact on sexuality: A critical review 
of 15years of research. Computers in Human Behavior, 25(5), 1089-1101. 
Eleuteri, S., Tripodi, F., Petruccelli, I., Rossi, R., & Simonelli, C. (2014). 
Questionnaires and scales for the evaluation of the online sexual activities: 
A review of 20 years of research. Cyberpsychology: Journal of Psychosocial 
Research on Cyberspace, 8(1), article 1. doi: 10.5817/CP2014-1-2
Flood, M. (2007). Exposure to pornography among youth in Australia. 
Journal of Sociology, 43(1), 45–60. doi: 10.1177/1440783307073934
Flood, M. (2009). The Harms of Pornography Exposure Among Children 
and Young People. Child Abuse Review, 18, 384–400. doi: 10.1002/car.1092
Goldman, J.D.G. (2008). Responding to parental objections to school 
sexuality education: a selection of 12 objections. Sex Education, 8(4), 
415–438. doi: 10.1080/14681810802433952
Gmeiner, M., Price, J., & Worley, M. (2015). A review of pornography use 
research: Methodology and results from four sources. Cyberpsychology: 
Journal of Psychosocial Research on Cyberspace, 9(4), article 1. doi: 
10.5817/CP201544
Hald, G. M., Kuyper, L., Adam, P. C., & Wit, J. B. (2013). Does viewing 
explain doing? Assessing the association between sexually explicit materials 
use and sexual behaviors in a large sample of Dutch adolescents and young 
adults. The journal of sexual medicine, 10(12), 2986-2995.
Harden, K.P. (2014). A Sex-Positive Framework for Research on Adolescent 
Sexuality. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 9(5), 455–469. doi: 
10.1177/1745691614535934
Hare, K.A., Gahagan, J., Jackson, L., & Steenbeek, A. (2015) Revisualising 
‘porn’: how young adults’ consumption of sexually explicit Internet movies 
can inform approaches to Canadian sexual health promotion. Culture, 
Health & Sexuality, 17(1) 269-283. doi: 10.1080/13691058.2014.919409
Holstrom, A. M. (2015) Sexuality Education Goes Viral: What We Know 
About Online Sexual Health Information, American Journal of Sexuality 
Education, 10(3), 277-294, DOI: 10.1080/15546128.2015.1040569

Kingston, D. A., Fedoroff, P., Firestone, P., Curry, S., & Bradford, J. M. 
(2008). Pornography use and sexual aggression: The impact of frequency 
and type of pornography use on recidivism among sexual offenders. 
Aggressive behavior, 34(4), 341-351.
Kvalem, I. L., Træen, B., Lewin, B., & Štulhofer, A. (2014). Self-perceived 
effects of Internet pornography use, genital appearance satisfaction, and 
sexual self-esteem among young Scandinavian adults. Cyberpsychology: 
Journal of Psychosocial Research on Cyberspace, 8(4), Article 4. doi: 10.5817/
CP2014-4-4
McKee, A. (2010). Does pornography harm young people? Australian 
Journal of Communication, 37(1), 17-36.
McNair, B. (2014). Rethinking the effects paradigm in porn studies. Porn 
Studies, 1, 161-171. doi: 10.1080/23268743.2013.870306
Mitchell, T. (2011). Unacceptable Censorship, or Confusing Adolescence 
with Childhood: Another Look at the Henson Case. Macquarie University, 
Scan journal of media arts culture, accessed 15/4/13 at  http://scan.net.au/
scan/journal/display.php?journal_id=160. 
Lim, M. S., Carrotte, E. R., & Hellard, M. E. (2016). The impact of 
pornography on gender-based violence, sexual health and well-being: what 
do we know?. Journal of epidemiology and community health, 70(1), 3-5.
Owens, E.W., Behun, R.J., Manning, J.C., & Reid, R.C. (2012). The Impact 
of Internet Pornography on Adolescents: A Review of the Research. Sexual 
Addiction & Compulsivity: The Journal of Treatment & Prevention, 19, 99-
122. doi: 10.1080/10720162.2012.660431
Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2009). Adolescents’ exposure to sexually 
explicit Internet material and notions of women as sex objects: Assessing 
causality and underlying processes. Journal of Communication, 59, 407–433. 
doi:10.1111/j.1460-2466.2009.01422.x
Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P.M. (2011). The Use of Sexually Explicit Internet 
Material and Its Antecedents: A Longitudinal Comparison of Adolescents 
and Adults. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 40, 1015–1025. doi: 10.1007/
s10508-010-9644-x
Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2016). Adolescents and pornography: a 
review of 20 years of research. The Journal of Sex Research, 53(4-5), 509-
531.
Rissel, C., Heywood, W., de Visser R.O., Simpson, J.M., Grulich, A.E., 
Badcock, P.B., Smith, A.M.A., & Richters, J. (2014). First vaginal intercourse 
and oral sex among a representative sample of Australian adults: the Second 
Australian Study of Health and Relationships. Sex Health, 11, 406–15. doi: 
10.1071/SH14113
Short, M.B., Black, L. Smith, A.H., Wetterneck, C.T., & Wells, D.E. (2012). A 
Review of Internet Pornography Use Research: Methodology and Content 
from the Past 10 Years. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 
15(1), 13-23. DOl: 10.1 089/cyber.201 0.0477
Smith, M. (2013). Youth Viewing Sexually Explicit Material Online: 
Addressing the Elephant on the Screen. Sexuality Research and Social Policy, 
10(1), 62-75. doi: 10.1007/s13178-012-0 
Smith, S. L., Choueiti, M., & Pieper, K. (2014). Gender Bias without Borders: 
An Investigation of Female Characters in Popular Films Across 11 Countries. 
Retrieved from http://annenberg.usc.edu/pages/~/media/MDSCI/
Gender%20Bias%20Without%20Borders%20Executive%20Summary.ashx
Sun, C., Bridges, A., Johnson, J. A., & Ezzell, M. B. (2016). Pornography and 
the male sexual script: An analysis of consumption and sexual relations. 
Archives of Sexual Behavior, 45(4), 983-994.103-4
Svedin, C. G., Åkerman, I., & Priebe, G. (2011). Frequent users of 
pornography. A population based epidemiological study of Swedish male 
adolescents. Journal of Adolescence, 34(4), 779-788.
Watson, M.A., & Smith, R.D. (2012). Positive Porn: Educational, Medical, 
and Clinical Uses. American Journal of Sexuality Education, 7(2), 122-145. 
doi: 10.1080/15546128.2012.680861

Barker (2014) praises past efforts and encourages the constant need for psychologists to bring nuanced understandings into often 
polarised debates about SEM. Understanding the difference and relevance of historical studies versus contemporary studies; the 
importance of clear operationalised definitions, especially for replication of past results; considering any phenomena within the social 
and cultural contexts they exist in, and particularly looking for underlying factors rather than just convenient correlations to suggest 
causation has been neglected in such a morally charged field. Instead of a narrow behavioural focus, it is more helpful to see SEM use as 
contributing positively to adolescent sexual education, formation and wellbeing. Longitudinal research into the widespread voluntary 
consumption of SEM by Australian adolescents showed adolescents approach SEM with critical media literacy; perceive it as a valued 
source of positive sexuality information to improve sexual relations, representing a more realistic diversity of sexual tastes, experience and 
orientations; with usage having positive effects on adolescent sexual wellbeing and presumably their sexual relationships into adulthood.
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