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Abstract 

Spurred on by ever-evolving, highly sophisticated technology, pornography can occupy a 

tremendous detrimental influence on personal behavior. This paper traces a possible 

ideological pathway that opened the door for porn to carry such an expansive presence in 

modern culture.  Simultaneously, people seeking treatment for addictions to pornography 

have increased in unparalleled numbers.  Little agreement exists as to how pornography 

is defined and whether as a process addiction it carries the same severity as a substance 

addiction.  Uniform treatment standards and counselor competencies do not exist.  This 

paper attempts to shed light on what clinicians do to help people recover from 

pornography addiction and what precise strategies they find effective to help people 

regain control and establish sobriety. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Consensus as to what constitutes appropriate and effective clinical intervention 

and treatment for persons presenting in therapy with pornography addiction (PA) has not 

been established in the United States.  PA has usually been interpreted as a subset under 

the umbrella of sexual addiction (SA), the two disorders sharing many common cognitive 

and behavioral manifestations.  While PA is a form of SA, there are undeniable 

underlying behavioral components that distinguish it from the broader range of general 

SA symptomology allowing it to qualify as a behavioral addiction in its own category.  

Addressing specific behavioral components, such as an isolated man at home alone 

masturbating to imagery found on the Internet allows clinicians to hone treatment 

regimens to match more efficiently backdrop behavior linked to the presenting problem. 

In this regard, PA is much different than a person with SA who might be engaging 

in multiple affairs or who visits brothels or hires escorts. Such relevant distinctions have 

not yet been elevated to a position where the differences delineate the need for more 

specific clinical strategies.  Currently, research to specifically treat addiction to Internet 

porn has been vastly unaddressed by the research community (Hertlein & Piercy, 2008).  

Treatment interventions specifically targeted to address PA could be identified and 

clarified to create a more salient attack on this problem. Examining which forms of 

therapy and which techniques serve as the best counteroffensive to PA could do much to 

help quell the problem and render effective treatment and relief. Creating relevant 

competency standards specifically aligned to PA would also offer clinicians a structure 
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and framework wherein to offer an effective consumer product for those seeking help 

with this problem. 

Much research in England points to the efficacy of empirically supported 

therapies (ESTs) and their integration to clinical practice, translating into more efficient 

service provision and improved patient outcomes (Carroll & Rounsaville, 2007).  While 

work in the United States has not halted, there is a gap between research and clinical 

transferability (McLellan & McKay, 1998), which is a partial explanation as to why 

competency standards do not yet exist.  Current studies indicate that few clinicians 

offering help for the sexually addicted have received relevant training in ESTs  

(McClellan & McKay, 1998) and that few report their graduate programs even addressed 

the topic of addiction training (Hagedorn, 2009).  National SA counseling standards 

currently do not exist, and the few graduate programs addressing this problem do not 

share uniform competency guidelines or treatment protocols. There are no centrally 

agreed upon parameters to prepare clinicians, nor are there uniform treatment strategies 

based on ESTs.   It appears that many organizations such as the APA, the ACA and 

CACREP are slowly making strides towards the establishment of what will one day be 

salient counselor-in-training curricular competency standards in addiction.  But, private 

practitioners, clinics and treatment centers that currently exist to service this population 

do not share agreement as to what constitutes salient treatment strategies grounded in 

empirically-based data.  While the definition of these topics is still in process of reaching 

a conclusion, several questions should be explored among current clinicians: what aspects 

of addictionists training (attitudes, knowledge and skills development) should 
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 become part of the core national training standards and what ESTs would translate most 

efficaciously in clinical practice that help clients reach their goals and establish client 

well-being? 

Problem Statement 

Currently, there is no centrally agreed-upon definition of “pornography” and no 

centrally agreed-upon definition of addiction.  Academics, addictionists, religionists and 

clinicians share commonalities in their interpretations of these topics, but across-the-

board agreement of what these two terms mean is still not established. While society 

acknowledges the existence of addictions and addictive behaviors, as evidenced by so 

many 12-step recover groups such as AA, the actual use of the term addiction is no 

longer part of the medical nomenclature found in the DSM-V.  The term “addiction” has 

been replaced with the term “use disorder” with the corresponding designations of mild, 

moderate, and severe. This could imply that some addictive behaviors are culturally 

appropriate but have been merely overused to the point of bringing dysfunction into 

people’s lives.  The same conundrum exists for the concept of pornography. 

Very few of the above-named professions agree as to an exact definition of 

pornography because of a roadblock over what constitutes erotica or sensual artistic 

expressions and what constitutes hard-core pornography.  There is a reticence to step into 

a place of cultural appropriation of the term and a hesitation to overwhelm others with the 

predominant definition utilized by the corresponding professional group.  Nevertheless, 

the terms “pornography” and “addiction” are still fused into one concept and are 

commonly used in professional research and journal articles.  The lack of corresponding 
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agreement can be confusing for the population interested in treatment for PA, which as a 

disorder might exist or not depending on the professional body in reference, and can be 

seen as an obstacle to establishing effective helping strategies. The extenuating problem 

created by this is that an actual contemporary exploration of these topics among 

clinicians is crucial for a proper discovery of effective and salient treatment protocols, 

especially because pornography has fused with technology creating progressively more 

sophisticated methods of becoming addicted to this material.  Identifying what individual 

clinicians in the field are doing to treat people with this problem, delineating what works 

and what does not, would be useful in helping the therapeutic community become more 

adept at treating people who present for help with this problem (Griffiths, 2001; 

Hagedorn, 2009a). 

Significance of the Study 

Currently, in the United States there is little consensus as to “what works” to help 

people with sexually addictive problems (Hinman, 2013).  Concurrently, therapists report 

that the number of people who present for PA treatment is increasing (Malz & Malz, 

2008) making legitimate the argument that effective protocols should be in place to help 

this population. The significance of this study is that it could help more fully identify 

specific evidence-based practices, grounded in empiricism, that are broadly effective in 

rendering healing to persons with PA. With appropriately identified ESTs in place, 

competency standards that reflect mastery of these ESTs could be sewn into what will 

eventually be a national core set of SA competency training standards. 
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Arriving at a point of agreement will be difficult and potentially a long way off.  

A major obstacle in the formulation of an identification paradigm has been a lack of 

agreement as to what constitutes culturally relevant acceptable expressions of sexual 

behavior for men and women (Kafka, 2013; Weiss, 2012). Classifying SA as a codified 

disorder with its own rubric of diagnostic criteria failed to appear in the recently 

published DSM-V.  Pornography is a category of specification in the DSM-V under 

Section III of Hypersexual Disorder, which is a significant step in and of itself. But, it is 

important to keep in mind that this section is intended to include topics under need of 

further investigation and do not list such topics as existing codified disorders, only that 

perhaps they one day might be so after further research and deliberation.  Thus, even 

though people seek help for it, to state that SA or PA is an officially classified disorder is 

not possible under the current parameters of the DSM-V.  This creates diagnostic issues 

for counselor educators, counselors-in-training and their clients as well as for third party 

payer insurance coverage. 

To aggravate this conundrum, there is considerable disagreement from the 

substance abuse community as to whether a behavioral addiction meets the same criteria 

for addiction as drugs and alcohol do and if indeed a process or behavioral addiction has 

the same characteristics as an addiction to psychoactive substances (Kwee, Dominguez & 

Ferrell, 2007; Cavaglion, 2008; Hagedorn, 2009a; Shaffer, 2015). Interestingly, the very 

concept of addiction has been trumped by DSM-V contributors as the word “addiction” 

has been replaced with the term “use disorder” and does not appear in the new manual 

(Gever, 2012; Dhar, 2013).  Disagreement as to the definition of SA exists from within 
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the community of SA researchers as well as from without from psychoactive substance 

abuse addictionists.  Theoretical concordance between these two schools of thought 

appears at the moment to be unlikely 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to better understand what practitioners are currently 

doing, despite present diagnostic obstacles, to render success in the treatment of PA and 

perhaps shed light on potential obstacles to effective clinical work with this population.  

Identifying the unique emotional and psychosocial variables that create PA is a daunting 

task but a necessary one to create salient treatment protocols. Additionally, attitude, 

knowledge, and skills development of the counselor are core features of any cultural 

competent strategy (Van Den Bergh & Crisp, 2004). This study might reveal existing 

strengths or existing weaknesses among these three attributes among clinicians who 

currently treat persons with PA.  Assessing attitude, knowledge, and skills would also 

help reveal which ESTs are most helpful and which counselor competencies would 

resonate as being essential for effective counselor training. 

Additionally, this study seeks to ascertain the perceptions of counselors as to the 

training they had prior to working with clients with PA.  Studies reveal that counselor 

satisfaction with training in Internet PA increases their feelings of competence and self-

efficacy, which translates into a better service rendered to clients (Ng, 2006; Miller & 

Byers, 2008; Miller & Byers, 2009; Miller & Byers, 2010).  Universities, academic 

training organizations that provide continuing education seminars, clinics, and therapists 

in private practice would find the results of this study helpful.  Currently, formalized 
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addiction treatment curricula are scarce (Ayres & Haddock, 2009).  This problem was 

recognized over twenty years ago by Swisher (1995) who found consensus among 

therapists that formalized addiction training would do much to benefit efforts to diagnose 

and treat sexual forms of addictive behavior. 

Redress in this area should surely be made and would be of considerable benefit 

to counselor educators and counselors-in-training.  Professional organizations such as the 

American Counseling Association (ACA) and subsets of the ACA such as the Texas 

Counselors Association (TCA) as well as marriage and family therapy organizations such 

as the American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy (AAMFT) and the 

California Association of Marriage and Family Therapists (CAMFT) would also be 

groups that find this study to be of interest, especially since training prior to offering 

treatment is embedded in corresponding ethics codes (ACA, 2014).  In regards to the 

latter, CAMFT recently published an edition of its quarterly The Therapist devoted 

entirely to addiction work but only mentioned process addictions, specifically sex 

addiction, in but one small paragraph (Brown, 2015).  This highlights the need for more 

intense and refining research into this behavior. 

Research Questions 

This study seeks to generate answers from clinicians practicing in the field to the 

following questions: 

• What is pornography and what are the experiences and perceptions of clinicians 

regarding pornography addiction training and related competencies? 
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• How has the role of technology affected the overall use of porn among clientele 

and what strategies have been personally discovered to help mitigate the severity 

of addiction aggravated by technology? 

• Which theoretical orientations and which specific treatment approaches, 

interventions and strategies have rendered the most efficient countermeasure to 

persons seeking a reduction in use and sobriety? 

Theoretical Framework 

This study sets out to examine the subjective perceptions of therapists in regards 

to the research topics enumerated above.  Inquiries among clinicians in the field are 

rarely sought, if at all, in the creation of diagnostic nomenclature for corresponding 

disorders.  This kind of task usually falls on the feet of members of an APA workgroup 

assigned to assess whether a behavioral syndrome has sufficient symptomological 

manifestation and sufficient accompanying research to warrant being an identifiable 

disorder exclusive from other disorders like it.  Members of workgroups are very often 

high status persons in the field, very likely employed at high-ranking universities and 

hospitals and who frequently publish and present at conferences.  Their findings are most 

often based on quantitative objective research. Very rarely is the subjectivity of rank and 

file clinicians with boots on the ground sought out to define and refine behavioral 

phenomena.  Researchers inclined to value work done via quantitative methods often 

undervalue subjective qualitative research (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) and often interpret 

qualitative work as less precise than quantitative measures. Stoller (1991) referred to the 

presence of subjectivity in research as a “red herring” implying an acknowledgment of its 
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value but that purists in the research arm of psychology interpret subjectivity as more 

prone to bias and more possessive of issues with internal and external validity than purely 

objective research. 

What is being examined in this paper is a grounded theory-based ethnographic 

study of counselors’ subjective conclusions derived from their own clinical experiences 

with clients who present for therapy.  The general methodology of grounded theory 

allows this study to break free of traditional ethnographic qualitative constraints by 

allowing the interpretation of data and formulation of a hypothesis to occur while 

concurrently being engaged in the data collection process (Corbin & Strauss, 1990).  A 

key component to grounded theory is the technique of constant comparative analyses of 

data.  This permits the researcher to wear different hats, concurrently weaving in and out 

of the data collection process to analyze material, conceptualize data into categories and 

consequently create hypotheses. This practice is referred to in grounded theory literature 

as ‘iterations” (Lingard, Albert, & Levinson, 2008).  The researcher is encouraged to step 

back into the data gathering process, resume data collection and then again step into 

analyses until the concepts reach a point of saturation, where clear conceptualizations 

have been reached. 

Glaser & Strauss (1967) acknowledged that most studies begin with a set 

hypothesis but that grounded theory permits data collection and spontaneous comparative 

analysis in a constant on-going platform.  This format can lead to a hypothesis while 

further data is being generated. They argued that a theory derived from data and 

exemplified by data creates a more natural bridge to explain phenomenology and allows 
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researchers to better provide “ . . . relevant predictions, explanations, interpretations and 

applications [of data]” (p. 1).  Glaser & Strauss (1967) also argued that grounded theory 

eliminates the use of opportunistic theories that create “dubious fit and working capacity” 

(p. 4) that would either hit or miss, fit into a preconceived paradigm or obfuscate the real 

meaning of results.  Charmaz (2014) discussed the benefits of emerging theories that 

arise from the richness of detail, as it is progressively unearthed during the research 

process.  She concluded that it is possible to arrive at constructivist perspective 

permitting multiple interpretations, which lead to a wealth of unrecognized insight and 

understanding (Charmaz, 2006). 

In this study, it is expected that the interviews with the corresponding participants 

will reveal significant variables in the examination of PA as an exclusive disorder that 

workgroup members may not recognize by virtue of being removed from the symptom-

presenting clientele.  Providing treatment to individuals and groups suffering from what 

is not an officially sanctioned disorder must carry differing levels of frustration in regards 

to best practices, third party payment and on-going research.  In this regard, grounded 

theory appears to be appropriate as it is best employed in research of a population where 

little is overtly known (Stern, 1980). 

The intent of this research is to provide as Geertz (1973) described a “thick 

description” or a highly detailed accounting of practice.  For this study, what is sought is 

a thick ethnographic description of the practice of PA counseling using methods of 

grounded theory to allow relevant topics to emerge and be brought to the light. It is hoped 
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that via grounded theory, a theme will emerge through the concepts much like seeing a 

forest through the trees. 

Assumptions 

This study is based heavily on several assumptions that are all linked to the 

purposefulness of the research and the participants.  The first assumption is that the 

counselors being interviewed will be honest and give truthful responses.  Another 

assumption will be that the participants be fully licensed in their respective mental health 

helping profession category and that they are in good standing with their professional 

associations.  This is important because this study hopes to extract what could be a list of 

best practices and it is likely that therapists who value the status of their license will place 

an equal value on the quality of work they perform.  Thirdly, it is assumed that each of 

the interviewees will be persons, who have significant experience treating clientele who 

suffer from PA, either as a primary disorder or as a comorbid disorder with co-occurring 

symptoms.  Fourthly, it is assumed that these counselors will have treated people whose 

symptoms have been exacerbated by modern technology.  Therefore, it is assumed that 

participants will have amassed significant experience treating people with newer 

manifestations of the disorder made more robust by home computers, mobile phone 

technology and Wi-Fi and Bluetooth based devices.  Finally, it is assumed that the 

clinicians themselves are not current users or struggler with PA. 

Delimitations 

Many people receive help for PA through membership in 12-Step programs such 

as Sex Addicts Anonymous (SAA) or Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous (SLAA). 
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Around the turn of the 20th century, persons dedicating themselves to addiction 

counseling were typically former addicts themselves having undergone extensive therapy 

for their own recovery (White, 2000).  This reality laid the foundation for the “wounded 

healer approach” which was that many who went into the counseling field to help people 

recovery from substance addictions.  Besides being ignored by the medical community at 

the time, these recovered persons were often seen as the most salient form of intervention 

because it was believed that they knew best the struggles of the client (Jung, 1993).  This 

approach had a strong influence on the establishment of 12 step groups, such as 

Alcoholics Anonymous.  It was very much the protocol for persons exiting recovery 

programs to step back in to these programs as act as lay therapy healers or counselors. 

These support groups are noble and are staffed by impassioned committed 

volunteers from many walks of life and career but rarely do licensed therapists lead them.  

While it would be scientifically interesting to learn how support groups approach 

treatment of PA, that topic is best reserved for another study.  For this reason, the first 

delimitation of this study is to restrict the participant pool to only professional licensed 

counselors.  Another delimiting detail will be how the data is collected.  Data collection 

will be generated by semi-structured interviews based on the questions listed above.  

Because of the issue created by intercontinental geographic distance, it will not be 

financially possible to fly to remote areas to conduct interviews.  Thus, interviews will be 

conducted in-person when possible, via phone or Skype, or if necessary, through a 

written survey.  A third delimitation will be that the interviews be conducted entirely in 

English with therapists whose primary language of service provision is English.  While 
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examining therapists with varied native languages would also be a worthy pursuit, such a 

variable broadens the scope of this study to a degree that might render it uncontrollable.  

However, such a topic would open the door for further research.  The use of grounded 

theory as a research method also creates a delimitation as the nature of grounded theory 

emphasizes constant on-going comparative analysis.  Analyzing participants with such 

overarching differences, such as a clinician and a volunteer support group leader (who 

may or may not have a counseling background) would challenge the transferability of the 

results as well as be inherently unfair.  A language differential might also skew results 

unless the researcher is a native speaker in each language addressed, certain nuances of 

meaning and emphasis might be misinterpreted, overemphasized or overlooked. 

Limitations 

Certain limitations are intrinsic to any study and this one is no different.  The first 

limitation that should be acknowledged is that there will be a limited amount of time that 

can be dedicated to the gathering of data, a limited amount of time dedicated to each 

participant and a limited amount of time to analyze, compare and contrast responses.  A 

second limitation of this study is that the interview questions may not represent a series 

that can be easily replicable.  The questions are intended to be a heuristic that could 

pinpoint commonalities but there is no guarantee that other researchers pursuing the same 

line of questioning would generate similar results if this study were to be replicated.  A 

third limitation of this research is that there may be in place at the agency, clinic or 

private practice policies and professional mission statement guidelines that govern the 

kind of service provision offered at that site.  An agency that specializes in strict 
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behaviorist approaches is unlikely to be doing any psychoanalysis or similar 

psychodynamic strategies.  For this reason, it is possible that some of the answers lean 

more tightly to a specific theoretical format. 

It is also hoped that the answers to the questions the interviewees provide will be 

based on work they are doing or have done and not on therapeutic interventions they wish 

they could do.  The fusion of variables such as time, availability of participants and 

number of participants could also have an impact on results and are factors that lie out of 

direct control of the principle researcher. Finally, every effort will be made to approach 

this research from a multicultural sensitive perspective.  However, the very nature of 

interviewing clinicians with advanced degrees does limit the study to people who have 

the privilege in life to pursue academia and acquire degrees and corresponding licenses.  

It is possible that the participant pool be overly reflective of race and gender reflecting 

persons who had those advantages over persons who did not. 
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Definition of Terms 

The following terms and their definitions clarify the process of this study: 

• Circuit Parties. - Highly profitable sexually themed mega-parties that attract 

thousands of partygoers (Brown, 2004).  Circuit parties are known for raucous sex 

and drug use. 

• Culture - A societal group whose way of life includes; behaviors, beliefs, values 

and symbols which are generally accepted by one generation and then passed 

down to the next (Hebdige, 1979; McRobbie, 1997). 

• Cybersex - Disembodied sexual behavior taking place on the Internet most often 

in chat rooms, or via video cam between two or more people (Cooper, 2000). 

• Empathetic Eroticism - A modern form of holographic technology-enhanced 

pornography where all angles of the actors is visible dependent on the perspective 

of the viewer (Barnett, 2016). 

• Enlightenment - A period of history characterized by a transition away from the 

divine right of kings towards an age of individualism and reason (Bristol, 2010; 

Conrad, 1012; Grote, 2014).  

• Gaze - A prolonged look, or stare driven by attraction or impression that 

communicates a heightened sense of worth (Myers, 2015). 

• Heteronormative - A rating of normality based on the beliefs, behaviors and 

standards of heterosexual people. 

• Homonormative - A rating of normality based on the beliefs, behaviors and 

standards of homosexual people. 
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• Human Trafficking - The practice of moving and selling people for money.  In 

relation to this paper, human trafficking refers to people who are coerced into 

participation in pornography for the financial gain of others (Weitzer, 2007a) 

• Hyperreality - A term coined by Baudrillard referring to an amplified 

enhancement of the real by exaggerated exposure to an object (Baudrillard, 1981). 

• Hypersexual Disorder - A sexual disorder characterized by manic compulsive 

sexual behavior regardless of harm or damage such behavior could cause the 

individual (Kafka, 2014). 

• Impression Management - A concept where one’s [digital] impression is 

established sustained and then maintained through progressive vigilance and 

manipulation of attributions that further cement that impression (Tedeschi, 1981). 

In relation to this study, impression management is established primarily through 

digital means on social media sites and mobile phone apps. 

• Indie Porn - Also known as alt or “alternative” porn.  This is material created 

from nonnormative body types, racial or ethnic groups, and age categories that 

would not have been considered commercial material for the porn industry in its 

infancy. 

• Intertextual - A feature highlighting postmodernist art where different periods of 

time overlap.  An example of intertextual art is the late 1990’s-2000’s television 

production “That 70’s Show” where the title of the show is written in the shadow-

drop style of the 1970s but produced and released decades later.  The use of 

vintage clothing, hairstyles, and colloquialisms of that era but developed with 
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contemporary actors reflecting modern issues mirroring the time bounce between 

generations typical of intertextual style. 

• Kink - A nonnormative, idiosyncratic style of paraphilic fetishism.   

• Modernism - The period following the Enlightenment where classical values were 

replaced with a belief in the discovery of truth through science and reason 

(Coleman, 2010). 

• Netporn - Pornography streamed to viewers through the Internet 

• Normative - The expected behavior of an individual or group. 

• Nonnormative - Behaviors that step beyond what is typically expected from an 

individual or group. 

• Nonparaphillias - Sexual behaviors which are normative in concept but which are 

engaged in a manic compulsive fashion. 

• Paraphilias - Non-normal or nonnormative sexual behaviors that are beyond the 

natural constellation of acceptable sexual behaviors. 

• Participatory Pornography - A pornography platform that allows viewers to 

engage in sexual acts with other persons also logged on to the same role-playing 

game (RPG) (Best Porn Games, 2016). 

• Podnography - An audio podcast with highly erotic content. 

• Pornification - The occurrence of increasing acceptance of highly sexualized 

themes, signs and symbols in everyday life. 

• Pornography - Disembodied digitized sexually explicit material designed to 

sexually arouse and excite viewers. 
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• Pornography Addiction - A relationship with pornographic material used to 

regulate the central nervous system and relieve the addict of dysphoric mood 

states that naturally occur with life. 

• Postmodernism - An ideological shift away from the meta-narratives of modernist 

philosophy to micro-narratives where truth is conceptualized in any number of 

legitimate forms (Woods, 1999; Leffel, n. d.). 

• Profile - The section of a social media account where the user uploads personal 

information and photos about themselves. 

• Role-playing Game (RPG) - A computerized or video game where players assume 

the role of characters in the story. 

• Selfie - A digital photograph taken of the self by the same person holding the cell 

phone engaging the camera function.  Selfie photos are usually posted online on 

social media sites. 

• Self-pornification - The act of pornographic self-portraiture created by selfies and 

uploaded to social media sites to establish a third-party impression and attract 

potential sexual partners (Goldman, 2008; Lasen, 2015; Tibbals, 2015). 

• Self-referentiality - An exaggerated, narcissistic hyper-appearance of self 

(Rabinow, 1984). This term is typically used to describe postmodern behavior and 

the over presence and oversharing of selfies in digital formats (Agger, 2010) 

• Simulacra - A term brought to us from Baudrillard referring to symbols of items 

that take the place of what is real (Baudrillard, 1981). 
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• Simulation - A Baudrillardian concept usually referenced in discussions of 

postmodernism indicating the favor of something not real over what is real 

(Baudrillard, 1981). 

• Synthologram - A form of filming of pornography, which allows the viewer to 

feel as if he/she were in the middle of the action portrayed by the actors (Solle, 

2015). 

• Teledildonics - Digitized sex toys that can be activated via Bluetooth and 

activated to deliver an orgasmic release right at the moment the user wishes to 

experience (Weiss & Samenow, 2010). 

• Twerking - A highly eroticized contemporary dance move.  The dancer, usually a 

female, presents her buttocks to the partner or audience and frenetically shakes 

her body so that the two halves of the gluteus muscles respond in a bouncy, back 

and forth jerking motion. 

• Virtual Reality - A contemporary immersive multimedia experience where special 

goggles and equipment are worn to simulate a 3-dimensional environment 

(Barnett, 2016; Taves, 2016). 
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CHAPTER TWO  

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The Internet age, including cyberspace and cellular technology, has allowed the 

existence of pornography to crescendo, proliferating in unimaginable proportions, taking 

deep root in society and establishing a thoroughly mainstreamed presence (Aucoin, 2006; 

Haney, 2006; Ives, 2006; Jensen, 2007; Dines, 2010).  While the current quantity of 

available material is beyond historical compare (Hutchinson, 2004), quantity does not, in 

and of itself, offer an explanation as to how this material has transitioned from being a 

furtive art form to an obvious one, transitioning dark to light, from covert to overt, from 

unacceptable to acceptable.  Many studies document the growing tolerance of this media 

genre showing trends of widening acceptability of as high as 70% among users (Egan, 

2000; Carroll, et al, 2008; Olmstead, Negash, Pasley, & Fincham, 2013).  Various studies 

earlier reported between 10% and 17% of participants admitting a problem with 

compulsive online sexual behavior (Cooper, Delmonico, & Burg, 2000; Manson, 

Daneback, Tikkanen, & Lofgren-Martenson, 2003).  Currently, between 20-33% of all 

Internet traffic is a search for sexually explicit sites (Ayres & Haddock, 2009). Such 

pornographic sites are commonly referred to in modern parlance with the diminutive 

abbreviature “porn”.  Even though the American public is verbally intolerant of 

pornography, more Americans log on to porn sites each day than they do to commercial 

sites like Amazon, Netflix, and Google combined (Madrigal, 2014; Huckabee, 2015).  

Madrigal refers to this paradox as a “national contradiction” (para 3) owing this status to 

the reality that porn as a topic has been “under-theorized” (para 4) and that the 
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intersection of the avalanche of porn without theoretical constructs to explain it, have 

helped solidify its overt presence, especially in the advent of advanced technology.  

Because of the punctuation of porn in nearly every reach of society and because porn has 

grown to be a significant part of people’s lives, the emergence of an actual academic 

journal dedicated to the study of porn, Porn Studies, began publishing in 2013 (Attwood 

& Smith, 2013).  Prior to this, a journal studying the specific content of porn and sexual 

representation in porn did not exist. 

Formerly, pornography fell under the category “underground cinema” and was 

interpreted as base countercultural entertainment in print and in 16mm reel film (Minson, 

2007). Projected as “loops” in dimly lit curtain-drawn viewing booths (peep shows) in the 

back of adult bookshops, porn’s main consumer pool was stereotyped as a creepy, dirty, 

trenchcoated old men seeking materials to facilitate a masturbatory experience. Loop 

content consisted mostly of striptease or isolated sexual acts.  Later, porn films carried an 

entire storyline similar to regular Hollywood features and often marketed parodies of 

successful blockbuster features such as Star Wars. 

It was widely understood that the models and actresses cast in these films were 

and still are socially marginalized women, objectified for their bodies and exploited for 

their social and financial vulnerability (Paul, 2005; Weiss, A., 2012).  Sadownick (1996) 

discussed a similar financial interest factor persuading gay men to appear in gay porn 

magazines and films.  Serious social issues did not seem to matter though to patrons 

seeking only an outlet for their own socially disapproved of sexual fetishes and 

frustrations.  Capitalizing on home anonymity, the porn industry has grown since the 
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1920s from a minimal number of loops seen in adult shops to; 13,000 films created 

annually (Ventre, 2009), more than 420 million Internet porn pages, and more than 5 

million Internet sites that record over 70 million hits each day (Dines, 2010; Aiken, 

2016).  It is also estimated that the porn industry earns conservatively $3000 each second 

of each minute of each day (Gobry & Saint, 2011; Keefe-Feldman, 2012).  In 2014, 

Pornhub, a tube site, reported over 8 billion views of porn clips from over 18 billion 

persons logging on to that site (http://nakedcapitalism.com, 2015). 

Historically, the initial source of porn access suffered government-imposed 

zoning laws, creating “red light” districts or “combat zones” where adult bookstores and 

prostitution were kept somewhat out of a direct line of view.  Although government may 

continue to impose codes relating to reasonable time, place and manner regulations on 

adult business locations, neighborhood zoning laws limiting them to specific areas out of 

direct eyeshot have been softened by nuances of freedom of expression laws 

(Christiansen, 1988).  This has allowed adult-themed business establishments to openly 

occupy prime locations in downtown commercial districts, sometimes situating 

themselves between both typical mom-and-pop stores and major retail chains. Placement 

of these kinds of stores in general commercial centers seem to bring a message of subtle 

legitimization of the kind of materials they sell.  Brick and mortar businesses, however, 

are not the economic mainstay of pornography.  But, in tandem with home-accessed 

Internet sites, they do deepen the ubiquity of pornography.  The shops themselves merely 

represent but a thin layer of an enormous industry that has been fueled by the advent of 

Internet communication where most of the economic success of the porn industry lies 
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(Dines, 2010).  In addition to tremendous profits, the porn industry modeled for other 

enterprising entrepreneurs what are now mainstream payment methods typically found on 

any commercial website that does business online.  In fact, it is reasoned that the porn 

industry had a most unique impact on Internet commerce, facilitating the omnipresence 

of overall global Internet commerce, by creating such functions as the option of online 

credit card payment for purchases (Blaise & Davenport, 2001; Chun, 2006).  Paasonen 

(2011) noted that: 

Porn is a “killer application” as a form of content that is quick to migrate and easy 

to adapt to new technological platforms.  It has been central to previous and 

parallel media technologies (such as photography and video) as content that is 

guaranteed to generate profit.  As has oft been observed, pornography is an engine 

driving developments in media technology. (p. 11) 

If one were to trace the history of pornography, the finding of a concurrence with 

technology would be, as Paasonen describes, “previous and parallel”.  This could include 

ancient museum art such as graphic paintings on the walls of Pompeii, clay-fired Grecian 

urns with sexual content, and later photographs, films, VHS tapes, DVDs and now 

streaming material delivered through the home computer on the World Wide Web.  All 

advances in art and aesthetic expression have coincidentally run tandem with advances in 

technology creating an expression of explicit imagery that has evolved to generate 

enormous profits.  Contrary to what any might think, porn is not the disaffected cousin of 

media and Internet economies, but is rather an integral part of how money is generated in 

digital commerce (Paasonen, p. 11).  It is a mistake to believe that porn is merely a matter 
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of isolated social deviance.  It is rather a central player in how e-business transactions are 

modified and refined (Johnson, 2010). 

Financially, this industry has grown from being a shadowy back alley venture to a 

reckoning force rivaling the earnings of major Hollywood movie production studios, 

boasting a net worth of over $12 billion dollars a year (Barrett, 2007). While the shops 

are few in comparison to the Internet sites, pornography and things “porn chic” is no 

longer solely marketed based on a single platform distribution model.  Allusions to the 

timeworn image of the proverbial sexually frustrated male maintaining anonymity by 

traveling to obscure parts of town are common.  Porn is now remarkably adept at 

innovative marketing strategies designed to appeal to entire swaths of new, previously 

untapped consumer groups (Juffer, 1998; Moses, 2014; Armesto, 2015).  These new 

potential patrons are nothing like the seedy “dirty old man” archetype usually associated 

with previous platform distribution methods and schemes in adult bookstores.  The result 

is a ubiquitous infiltration of porn in every corner of society causing the visit to adult web 

sites to be the largest form of electronic commerce (Young, 2008).  Often referenced and 

attributed to Internet blogger Nukeitall (pronounced “nuke-it-all”) (2006) Internet meme 

Rule 34, appears in the Urban Dictionary, and asserts that if a topic is conceivable then 

there will be a porn site designed for it.  Given the abundance of new consumer groups 

accessing porn, this rule seems to hold true. 

From a commercial point of view, the consumption of X-rated adult content 

permeating society can now be interpreted through a binary perspective including both 

off-line materials (books and magazines) and on-line content (websites) as well as 
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embodied materials such as dolls or toys and disembodied formats such as chat groups or 

video streaming services (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2005).  The vast modern intersection of 

porn with everyday life allows it to have triumphantly walked out of the shadows, 

transcending the category of base and low to now be perceived as a form of legitimate 

social and artistic expression.  With this new, enhanced level of status, is a newly 

conferred degree of respectability to the genre illustrated by more brackets of consumer 

groups who access pornography constituting enormous target audiences (Bozell, 2001).  

This has allowed it to reach a degree of valid social acceptance beyond any previous 

ranking it formerly held in comparison to other kinds of artistic genre. Now, normalized 

and destigmatized, pornography is perceived widely as a legitimate domain in 

mainstream culture (Ives, 2006).  

For many, pornography represents a form of freedom (Frederick, 2011; Vance, 

2013) and is harmless (Castleman, 2007).  But, there is still a solid base of persons who 

recognize the potential for danger to children (Mitchell, Finkelhor, & Wolak, 2003; 

Ybarra & Mitchell, 2005; Peter & Valkenburg, 2006a; Diamond, 2009; Flood, 2009) and 

who document a strong correlation between adults using pornographic materials and who 

also engage in dangerous and risky sexual behavior (Wright & Randall, 2012). 

Additionally, it is often viewed as an addiction of its own right or as a gateway to more 

compulsive sexual addictions (Corley, 2006; Gallagher, 2014).  This shift in thinking did 

not happen overnight, nor is it merely a reaction one particular ism or ideology that used 

to hold sway in American thought.  The slow societal acceptance of all things 

pornographic feels abrupt but it is more like the long quiet trajectory of a stealth aircraft 
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that dominates the skies with little to no discrete warning about its sudden appearance in 

the panorama.  Nevertheless, it is imperative to explore how modernity has embraced 

what was years ago culturally unacceptable. 

Anthropologically, sex has always been a part of human interaction (Donnan & 

Magowan, 2010; Phillips, 2015) but typically there was some form of discretion attached 

to its expression.  Sex was, for the most part, a private interaction (Lyons & Lyons, 

2006).  Now, entertainment and technology have created a fusion where real sex is 

streamed live on the Internet, displayed on cable television, social media and in identity 

profile creation in the form of “selfies” still shots and vids on cellular geolocation sites.  

With the click of a mouse or the tap on a cellular keypad, immediate access to graphic 

sexualized self-portrayals, fragmented body parts and raw shots of sex acts and 

intercourse between complete strangers are at the tip of or tap of a finger.  Often, these 

photos/video clips are shared as if they were the equivalent of regular photographs shared 

in wallets or purses in common social discourse.  As per Rule 34, anything is game.  

Whether people approve of or disapprove of this material, it is still important to inquire 

how civilization has arrive at a juncture in history where the private has become public, 

how sexual display of self has moved from the category of obscene to now being known 

simply as a variant of self-expression.  Simply put, how did we get to this? 

Ideological Development 

Tracing the provenance of societal attitude shift towards acceptance of 

pornography in mainstream culture necessitates a review of past historical and 

ideological movements.  Specifically, the period of the Enlightenment, followed by 
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modernism and postmodernism create the ideological backdrop for an abrupt cultural 

shift.  These progressive antecedent ideological movements through history and their 

intersection with youth and popular culture play a major role in setting the standard for 

what is now considered to be appropriate and legitimate self-expression and social 

convention. 

The Enlightenment.  While the era of the Enlightenment sounds soft, kind and 

illuminating, the bulk of this period reflects extreme social turmoil peaking with what is 

commonly agreed upon to be its apex: the absolutism of King Louis XIV, the French 

Revolution and the public beheading of Louis and Queen Marie Antoinette by guillotine 

in Paris (Israel, 2001).  The progress and evolution of thought during this period is what 

is pertinent to the topic being explored in this paper.  Prior to the Enlightenment, 

government and power were rigidly held by a partnership between the most dominant 

forms of hegemony: the monarchy and the church (Grote, 2014).  It was widely believed 

that kings were divinely predestined to rule (Bristol, 2010).  Blended theories of the 

divine right of kings and monarchial absolutism held prominence over political thought 

during this period. Both schools of thought, divine right theorists and absolutist theorists, 

placed the authority of the king over the people, issuing laws without needing their 

consent (Burgess, 1992).  The monarchy, including nobles, maintained their authority 

because of the divine right of kings to rule, an enduring mindset that social position was 

endowed by God.  Questioning political as well as religious authority was contrary to 

divine nature.  In fact, disobeying the king, local earl or the parish priest were the 

equivalent to disobeying God.  Thus, the church worked in tandem with the monarchy to 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

28 

keep the monarchy in place and vice versa.  Corresponding national economic wealth 

never migrated towards commoners but was funneled always towards the nobility and to 

the royals who colluded with the church, to maintain their financial control over the land 

and over individuals.  The social hierarchy positioned the monarchy and the nobility in 

the highest ranking, and then the clergy, but admission to the highest ranking depended 

on the approbation of the clergy (Gregorios, 1992).  Common man was subordinate to 

them both.  Questioning this order was seen as heretical. 

Ecclesiastical leaders were not questioned.  It was widely believed to be the 

divine right of the priest to read and interpret scripture.  The priests were viewed as 

conduits to God, and as divine representatives entitled to ensure forgiveness of sin and 

redemption.  Bible reading and pronouncement of scripture were relegated to the clergy 

only and was strictly a priestly function (Groberg, Goodman, & Davis, 2011).  Common 

man was discouraged from reading scripture privately lest they fall prey to their own 

private understanding of canonized texts and risk personal damnation from potential 

misinterpretation (Galicinski, 2011).  At this time, services and Bible reading were done 

in Latin, a language that most commoners could not read or comprehend.  It was widely 

believed that Latin was a more divine language of communication than the vernacular 

and since the priests held mass in Latin, they were therefore perceived to be closer to 

accessing God’s grace (Groberg et al., 2011) making common man dependent on them 

for salvation.  The faith of the people towards God and God’s acceptance of them was 

linked to the priesthood.  Thus, questioning the priesthood or disobeying church authority 
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was tantamount to heresy and reason for excommunication.  This meant being cut off 

from God, from the community of followers, and meant certain eternal damnation. 

Leading up to the French Revolution, monarchial abuses of power led to 

acceptance of the idea that questioning authority was permissible.  Rejection of the 

authoritarian monarchial power structure and the corresponding patriarchy of the church 

began to inch into social discourse. With the fall of the monarchy and their removal from 

power, new forms of government and thought, based on democracy and self-rule, were 

adopted restructuring sociopolitical thought and discourse.  These changes were not self-

contained to France, but globalized, finding engagement with many parts of the world 

beyond Western Europe into the Americas, Russia, Greece, North Africa and Asia 

(Conrad, 2012).  This was a tenuous time for church authorities as their backing of 

monarchial authority put them at risk for loss of power and influence.  Diminution of 

church authority was slow but constant and crystallized in the American concept of 

separation of church and state (Kaplan, 2007; Grote, 2014).  During this time, a degree of 

political authority eroded, shifting slowly away from the church as these notions took 

root. But, through doctrine and liturgy, priests still held considerable individual and 

collective societal sway in the hearts and minds of the people. 

Modernism.  Modernism ushered in the 20th century ending the Enlightenment.  

Modernism became a new, distinct period.  New strands of thought and expression such 

as psychoanalysis, cubism, and socialism presented a stark contrast to traditional thinking 

and began to dominate discourse and logic.  The remaining tenets of rigid institutional 

societal structure and rules, such as in art and literature, persisted through the 
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Enlightenment and were kept in place by religion. Each area of spiritual and artistic 

expression, to be perceived as valid, was regulated by strict rules carried over from the 

classical period predating the Enlightenment.  A description of these rules would be 

considerably lengthy and is not essential to the purposes of this paper.  However, these 

rules essentially established a singular definition of what would be considered a proper 

approach to the fruits of artistic expression.  In modernism, classical regulations were 

perceived as stagnant and were joined by less rigid application of rules with new ideals 

and thinking.  The institutional governing rules were not discarded but were no longer 

perceived to be the only path of expression.  Scrutiny of the arts grew to become more 

intense.  Eventually, art and literature grew to create abstractions of their original 

category (Orr, 2005) such as in the artwork of Picasso or Dali.  The classical foundations 

not only of the church but also art, theatre, literature, and philosophy were reexamined 

and in many cases transformed (Foster, Krauss, Bois, Buchloch, & Joselit, 2011). 

Whether these new developments were of a direct linear, sequential and 

chronological nature is not the issue of this paper.  However, an evolution in the 

definition of what is considered “ordered” society occurred.  This evolution included the 

questioning of the church’s influence on what is considered to be morally right and 

wrong in individual and collective behavior.  The transition of classical thinking to a 

modernist approach brought with it a departure from time-held ideas of ecclesiastical 

political authority and government, and replaced them with the notion that science and 

reason provide the most sure and accurate foundation of knowledge (Coleman, 2010).  

Whereas during the classical period, the hierarchy of the church and corresponding 
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dogma, held firm in maintaining and ordered society.  The church established was 

perceived to be the truest source of wisdom and moral discernment.  That order of society 

was held in place by the monarchy.  But, after the French Revolution, religious truth, the 

notion of deity, and folkloric beliefs and superstitions, were all relegated to a lesser 

category.  They were replaced with the concepts of reason and science. Underpinning the 

belief that science can reveal all necessary truth, a shift occurred away from the idea that 

truth is from the provenance of God.  The idea was born that it is practical and 

permissible to doubt the prevailing voice of authority.  Of all topics presented by 

modernism, this one is most relevant to the topics covered in this paper. 

Modernism became an independent movement following the Enlightenment.   

Modernism further established the concept that ordinary people can think for themselves; 

make personal choices on their own without seeking approbation of patriarchal or 

religious hierarchical authority.  New rules of personal expression and representations of 

reality were welcomed replacing the tired old conventions of subjugated hegemonic eras.  

It grew to be widely accepted that truth could be accessed through reason and through 

scientific inquiry (T. Barrett, 1997).  Questioning traditionally accepted sources of 

authority, such as the church, became a rightly acceptable practice and a benchmark of 

the modernist period.  With this approval, artists like Picasso and Dali painted in a most 

unconventional style.  Art became a marker in the adoption of a new ideology.  This new 

ideology promoted personal reasoning to be just as valid as previous religious-based 

ideals that slowly phased out during the Enlightenment period (Sheehan, 2003).  Science 

and reason became the new modern sources of morally relevant truth.  This held for both 
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personal and collective expression, creating new directions to perceive what is proper, 

right and wrong.  Thus were the end of the Enlightenment and the birth of Modernism. 

Postmodernism.  Modernism began the last century filling people with hope that the 

pairing of science and reason would transcend the shackles that maintained limiting 

social and mental confines.  Modernist ideology held that together, science and reason 

would overcome economic and global conflict to create a new world order (T. Barrett, p. 

17). Modernism maintained an affirmation of life over death (Lehan, 2009) and that the 

aesthetics of art and literature were products of their own moral purpose and not the 

machinations of a political ideology.  But, this period of optimism was short lived.  

Science was used to create industrial weapons of war enforcing newer forms of 

hegemony as dictated by the political ambitions of new rising political figures such as 

Hitler in Germany and Mussolini in Italy (Lehan, pp. 42-43).  Despite major 

industrialization, awareness that the economic reality of the working classes being still 

disconnected from the source and fruits of production was more pronounced. People were 

not better off through science.  The goals of modernism were naively pro-social, 

supposing that truth and reason would always function for the benefit of mankind.  But, 

modernism ran parallel to newer forms of political ideology (Nazism, fascism) that thrust 

continents into military conflict.  The carnage of world wars, the atom bomb and the 

horrors of the Holocaust began to sink into the collective world psyche. People realized 

that strict adherence to modernist ideology was not reliable.  Blind modernist faith could 

muddy the waters of scientific advancement, mutating, and manipulating reason to justify 
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slaughter and atrocity.  Disillusionment and pessimism were omnipresent.  Heart in this 

mode of thinking was lost. 

Shell-shocked by reality, postmodernist ideology emerged, categorically rejecting 

science as the only pathway to truth. By believing that there is one great truth to 

encompass all mankind, science becomes a vehicle of objectification allowing reason to 

be manipulated and distorted to wage war, to colonize and to subjugate the less 

empowered (Leffel, n.d.).  Because of atrocity, science became suspect, derailing true 

humane progress.  As science fell victim to unrestrained ego and narcissistic ambition of 

the few seeking power, science and progress became dissonant. Abandoning the 

disappointing grand narratives and totality linked to modernism, postmodernism took 

root around WWII and became the prevailing mode of thinking in the 1960’s.  But, 

postmodernism set sail like a ship without a rudder. Postmodernism eschewed strict 

definition favoring ambiguity, multiple interpretations and denying true universal sets of 

rules for everyone as being mere man-made imposed social constructions that placed 

lesser value on more personal non-collective forms of experience (Leffel, para 13). 

Postmodern ideology valued the personal discoveries found during the existential 

process of individual growth, as opposed to the predominant blanket paradigms of life 

and science pointing us to one great unifying scientific truth (Hicks, 2004).  Scientific 

conclusions, in the end, did not protect and save people from annihilation. Meaning and 

self-representation shifted from objective all encompassing “metanarratives” of the 

collective to deconstructed subjective “micronarratives” (Woods, 1999).  This allowed 

the experiences of the common man to be elevated to the same degree as institutional 
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religious doctrines and political ideologies.  The modernist idea that science shapes our 

discovery of truth was replaced with the idea that truth is subjective and can be 

experienced by people in different ways with different conclusions, but all equally valid. 

As an ideological movement, postmodernism is difficult for the average reader to 

define.  Roseneau (1992) wrote that: “Those of a modern conviction seek to isolate 

elements, specify relationships and formulate a synthesis; postmodernists do the opposite.  

They offer indeterminacy rather than determinism, diversity rather than unity, difference 

rather than synthesis, complexity rather than simplification” (p. 8).  Postmodernism 

challenges time-honored social constructions and conventions as being the sole targeted 

norm for human behavior.  Postmodernist thought flirts with superficiality and depth, 

intertexualizing past and present, permitting different dimensional expressions of 

relevance and legitimacy. Permission is given to alternative, sometimes ironic and 

absurd, forms and ways of thinking and being.  Essentially, the ideological instability of 

postmodernism is like the oozing bubbles and blobs of colored wax that surface and sink, 

shift and change shape inside the incandescent colored water of a lava lamp. 

Christopher Whitcomb (1997), in an essay entitled “What is Art?  What is an 

Artist?” synthesized the obscurity of meaning inherent in this ideology: 

The postmodern is deliberately elusive as a concept, avoiding as much as possible 

the modernist desire to classify, and thereby delimit, bound and confine.  

Postmodernism partakes of uncertainty, insecurity, doubt, and accepts ambiguity.  

Whereas Modernism seeks closure in form and is concerned with conclusions, 

postmodernism is open, unbounded, and concerned with process and ‘becoming’.  
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The postmodern is ‘reflexive’ in that he/she is self-aware and consciously 

involved in a process of thinking about him/herself in a deconstructive manner, 

‘demasking’ pretensions, becoming aware of his/her cultural self in history, and 

accelerating the process of self-consciousness (para 10) 

Various dynamics of behavior and self-representation prevalent in postmodernism 

become very relevant to the nature of porn construction.  Postmodernism took note to the 

presence of “hyperreality”, which refers to the idea that in a media-driven world, the lines 

of fantasy and reality are often blurred (Lyotard, 1979).  Expanding this, seminal 

postmodern theorist Jean Baudrillard (1981) observed that in the hyperreal world, the 

simulated representation or “simulacrum” is often perceived as being more real than what 

is truly real, supplanting the real with a form of reality that is in actuality not real and just 

an ersatz fantasy substitute (Kellner, 2005; Robinson, 2012).  Eco (1983) described 

public fascination with places like wax museums and theme parks like Disneyland 

arguing that the level of commutation can be so vast that the illusion of the unreal 

becomes preferred over the true real (pp. 6-58).  Unreal fantasy is the cornerstone of porn 

and becomes a variable with consumers who prefer the ease associated with filmed 

performed sex as opposed to the social conventions required by possible real-life sexual 

encounters.   (It is common to learn that sexual dysfunction results and addicts report an 

acquired inability to respond sexually to their wives or partners because the fantasy sex is 

preferable to real life sex (Weiss, 2012a). 

The concept of hyperreality is easily illustrated at this time by the court case of 

Terry Bollea who is more commonly known by the stage name “Hulk Hogan” in the 
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media driven world of persona-based professional wrestling.  Bollea was locked in a 

court case suing the porn distribution site Gawker, (Gawker Media) for invasion of 

privacy by uploading and making available to the public a sex tape he created with a 

friend’s wife.  Somehow, this tape was leaked to Gawker who quickly made it available 

to some 7,000,000 site visitors who were willing to pay to see the 60-year-old wrestler in 

sexually compromising situations (Slattery, 2015).  Bollea won his case and Gawker was 

sued to the point of bankruptcy.  While there are legal issues of freedom of speech and 

privacy with this lawsuit, it is relevant to this paper, as few people would ever know 

Terry Bollea as himself, or even care.  But, most would likely recognize the hyperreal 

celebrity persona Hulk Hogan and at that point be interested in his sex life.  In this case, 

the fantasized reality of Hulk Hogan looms larger than Terry Bollea himself, illustrating 

Baudrillard’s observation of representations of self in a hyperreal world that transcend 

true presentations of self found in the actual world.  Thus, postmodern hyperreality 

permitted Leroy Harold Scherer to become Rock Hudson and Norma Jeanne Mortensen 

to become Marilyn Monroe.  In the same vein, it also allowed Ronald Hyatt and Jenna 

Massoli to become high-grossing porn icons Ron Jeremy and Jenna Jamison.  The 

persona eclipses the self. 

 “Self-referentiality” is another postmodern concept referring to symbols and 

representations of the self.  These are validated and given authority by the self as if the 

authority were to stem from other enthused persons (Rabinow, 1984).  Self-referentiality 

might explain how weblogs posted on the Internet by just any self-anointed intellectual 

might take on an air of authority but are in just editorialized e-versions of the author’s 
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subjective experiences.  Whether they be based in fact and research or not, it is the 

appearance of authority driven in a hyperreal Internet world that allows blogs to possess a 

semblance of legitimacy.  Self-referentiality might also be a variable to examine when 

explaining the great influx of amateur porn sites.  Anyone can believe they are viewer-

worthy, then webcam themselves and post it online for all to see for a fee or even for free.  

These people have become so numerous that they partially account for the great financial 

success of porn but also threaten to undo that same financial success by offering a less 

expensive alternative to huge adult production studios (Wallace, 2011; Jackson, 2012). 

Postmodernism and Fusion with Modern Technology 

A hyperreal self-referent social climate creates a strong dynamic appealing to 

people willing to become part of the adult entertainment business, exposing their bodies 

for commercial profit, socialization or for mere need of exhibition.  From a social level, 

this idea of “demasking” pretensions can become sexualized and linked to another 

relevant theme made bare in postmodernist construction: the advancing status of 

technological transformation.  Lyotard (1979) wrote: 

… it is common knowledge that the miniaturization and commercialization of 

machines is already changing the way in which learning is acquired, classified, 

made available, and exploited.  It is reasonable to suppose that the proliferation of 

information-processing machines is having, and will continue to have, as much of 

an effect on the circulation of learning as did advancements in human circulation 

[transportation systems] and later, in the circulation of sounds and visual images 

[the media]. (p. 4) 
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Lyotard’s notion of learning can be paralleled with concepts of social interaction and 

social connectivity.  It is difficult here to consider this notion without thinking 

automatically of the cellular and hand-held devices that did not exist at the time of his 

writing that exist today in staggering abundance.  These devices drive sociality and 

consequently, the viewing of porn.  Not only do they drive porn use but also, they 

facilitate it at an autobahn-like speed, permitting hundreds of thousands of people to 

connect to images within a matter of seconds.  Pay sites and companies such as Pornhub, 

social media sites and apps such as Facebook, Tinder and Grindr, and self-portrayal 

affirmation sites such as GuyswithIphones and GirlswithIphones, take advantage of the 

Internet information superhighway and all offer fast-lane access to the postmodern 

confluence of social connectivity and societal permissiveness that facilitate the influence 

of the XXX world in work-a-day regular society. 

But, a new variable in the fusion of porn and social interaction was created by the 

combination of these variables and has much to do with who is audience and who is 

viewer. Foster, Krauss, Bois, Dubloch, & Joselit (2011) recognized this development in 

technology and human interaction: 

… rather than focusing on a nebulously conceived integration of art and life (an 

integration never satisfactorily defined at any point in history) or on a rather 

abstract debate on the nature of the institution of art, it seems more productive to 

focus here on the very strategies that these avant-garde practitioners themselves 

had propagated: in particular, strategies to initiate fundamental changes in the 

conception of audience and spectatorial agency, to reverse the bourgeois 
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hierarchy of aesthetic exchange-value and use-value, an most importantly 

perhaps, to conceive of cultural practice for a newly emerging internationalist 

proletarian public sphere with the advanced industrial nation states. (p. 25) 

Institutional change in audience creation is the groundwater fueling Internet business 

expansion, which not surprisingly has been exploited by porn businesses as they compete 

for new viewers, new subscribers, and new dollars.  Simply put, new audiences mean 

additional revenue and so the emphasis to rewrite new markets to sell more downloads is 

strong.  Use value is the inherent worth of an object but exchange value is the worth or 

price of it in the market place (Gibbons, 1976).  These are terms that stem from a Marxist 

approach to economics, supply and demand and speak to commodification of items that 

people struggle to acquire.  To increase the exchange-value of porn as a commodity, porn 

as a business positions itself at the forefront of new innovative business practices, 

sometimes 2-3 years ahead of other Internet-based industries (Armesto, 2015). 

Put together, hyperreality, self-referentiality and a technology-driven consumer 

society conspire collaboratively to create the acceptance of porn.  They function amidst a 

backdrop of openness to contemporary definitions of what is moral and what is not, what 

is real and not, what is appropriate and what is less so, all allowing porn to exist.  

Jameson (1984) referred to the effects of postmodernism as ending individualism and 

bringing about “death of subject” (p. 20) even though ironically, the goal of 

postmodernism is to distinguish the self.  It appears that the pendulum has swung so far 

to the extreme that individualism has been lost, being replaced with an avalanche of 

sexual imagery that blend, but do not distinguish.  This factor could help explain why 
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content in porn seems to be increasingly edgy, to either maintain or obtain notice.  These 

factors created a collective setting that continues to give way to atypical spectatorship, 

audience development, consumerism, and personal expression all in postmodern form. 

Postmodernism permitted the deconstruction of universally unifying truths 

favoring construction of personalized subjective ones.  This ideology also allowed 

personal inner restrictions on behavior to shift away from formerly held binary-based 

cultural values of right and wrong.  Under postmodernism, the idea that there is one right 

way or true path that applies universally to all mankind was retired and was replaced by 

an emerging eminence in personal subjectivity.  The owned personal truth of the 

individual becomes allowable as a sanction regulating that behavior lift according to the 

subjects professed morally relevant beliefs.  Debate and theory of normative binary 

opposites were interpreted as archaic and phased out.  Non-binary beliefs became 

elevated to demand the same degree of respect the tenets of large institutions and world 

religions demand.  An inner psychological framework was phased in that personally 

subjectified the definition of what is proper and improper, right or wrong, good or bad 

while simultaneously deconstructing and deemphasizing previously held binary positions 

on what is appropriate sociocultural behavior and cognitive practice.  This is highly 

evidenced in the evolution of changes in presentation of porn as the typical 

heteronormative patriarchal format has become transformed manifesting itself in many 

derivations of nonnormative sexual expression (Elund, 2015). 
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Postmodern Influence on Sociocultural Thinking  

For the purposes of this paper, postmodern thought allows the reader to more 

easily understand why people veer away from their own cultural and religious upbringing 

and choose to make or view porn despite what they were previously taught regarding the 

impropriety of it.  Like the oozing clay in lava lamps, postmodernism eased the shift of 

values and proscriptions of right and wrong to shift in form and function, allowing a 

person to step away from the parameters of time-honored cultural beliefs and adopt a 

“this is right for me” attitude.  But, this easement alone does not explain fully how 

modern culture has become so saturated by pornography.  To understand this, it is 

necessary to examine the variable of culture itself. 

Culture and Technology 

Culture is a distinct form of collective societal expression.  This paper argues that 

the idea of culture should be considered more of a sociological heuristic rather than a 

precise definition as it is applied to the impact of pornography into mainstream cultural 

expression.  Because of the fluid, fragmented, and unstable social signs and symbols of 

postmodern influence, the presence of technology has unquestionably vaulted porn from 

minor status to a major source of expression permitting new cultural manifestations 

previously nonexistent.  It is likely that as technology reaches even more advanced levels 

of sophistication, societal interaction with simulated sexual experiences will also evolve 

(or devolve) and be redefined to accommodate new cultural expressions instigated by 

ever more modernizing technology.  Although not the direct subject of this paper, virtual 

reality glasses such as the Google Cardboard, the Samsung Gear VR and the Oculus Rift 
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allow users a new experience in porn.  The cost of these headsets runs from $50-$400 at 

chain electronics department stores like Best Buy but the Google Cardboard is free, made 

entirely of cardboard.  The cardboard becomes technologized by inserting a cell phone 

with a screen in a slot near the front of the headset.  The status of “free” and the nature of 

the headset being made of cardboard are reminiscent of gateway chocolate cigarettes sold 

in candy stores in the 1970’s that served to disinhibit reluctance and create new 

generations of tobacco smokers.  Free cardboard VR headsets could translate into future 

customers and future revenue. 

Although not originally designed for porn, VR headsets give a sense of total 

immersion and complete participation on behalf of the person watching.  The video is not 

watched from the screen of a desktop computer but rather inside the lens of the goggles 

reportedly enveloping the viewer in a total audio-visual sensation.  Porn companies such 

as BaDoink CEO Todd Gilder describe this new format as giving the consumer the sense 

that he is not just a viewer, but is vicariously involved in the sex.  The goggles track 

every movement of the viewer and the projection responds in kind.  As the viewer moves, 

the imagery moves with him.  If the viewer turns their head to the right, the projection 

matches movement by also displaying what a viewer would see if they were to turn their 

head to the right.  This holds true for camera angles of 180 degrees. 

Gilder refers to this approach as “empathetic eroticism” (Barnett, 2016).  He 

believes the future of porn is in matching technological advancements, such as ultra-high-

definition with porn filming.  Gilder’s production of VR porn involves a camera 

composed of 12 GoPro headsets cast in a square molding with each GoPro equidistant 
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from the others, creating a complete 360 degree shot which allows a variety of 

nonstandard and novel viewpoints (Parsons, 2016).  Gilder believes VR represents the 

future of porn consumption.  He relies on popular cultural acceptance of the virtual 

reality format because the goggles generate an unanticipated but much desired immersive 

and responsive experience of virtual simulated sex (Barnett, para 3).  Currently, VR porn 

is being prepared as an amenity for guests staying in Las Vegas hotels and is being added 

to room service menus at a cost of $19.99 (Summers, 2016).  It is estimated that by 2020, 

VR porn will be at least a $1 billion dollar a year business (Taves, 2016). 

Corresponding peripheral products digitized to pair vibration patterns to match the 

movements of the viewer watching VR porn can also be purchased to make the 

experience seem more true to life.  Masturbation facilitation products such as the 

“stamina training unit” or the “classic pink lady” made by Fleshlight are toys shaped like 

wide long flashlights with an anatomically correct opening allowing for penile 

penetration of a fantasized fragmented body part.  The opening gives way to a foam 

sleeve that, when lubricated, creates the sensation of intercourse. 

The “twerking butt”, made by Topco Toyz, is perhaps the newest adult sexual aid 

of its kind. (Twerking as a function of dance and entertainment will be discussed later in 

this paper).  This product is an interactive toy that resembles a fragmented female torso in 

bent over position.  It functions based on the companies’ “cyberskin” technology which is 

designed to vibrate, change temperature, and massage the penis during a simulated act of 

anal intercourse (“Pornhub Selling a Twerking Butt,” 2015).  It is 3D VR headset ready 

and can be paired with both visual and audio files to give a more immersive experience.  
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In either of these kinds of toys, penetration of that specific body orifice can be achieved 

sans partner or with a partner in a remote location by involving the VR headset, and a 

download of a porn clip.  This technology allows a consumer to have an experience of 

disembodied sexual contact.  Pairing these digitized masturbation toys with VR devices 

can be done via Bluetooth technology and WIFI.  The experience can even be had 

between partners who connect electronically from far-off locations.  This platform of 

adult toys is referred to as teledildonics or cyberdildonics (Weiss & Samenow, 2010). 

Todd Gilder may have set himself up for disappointment.  Since the advent of VR 

headsets, a new form of porn has emerged that could challenge the financial viability of 

his company’s business platform.  In current production is holographic porn, which will 

give the consumer a 360-degree point-of-view camera shot, as well as avatar-like 

holograms that interactively perform sex with the consumer (Snow, 2015).  The 360-

degree view will permit the person watching to see any angle of the performer from any 

viewpoint without the need of bulky headsets.  VR headsets allow merely a “sit back and 

watch” kind of experience while holographic porn will allow consumers to actually 

sexually interact with life-size holograms floating before their eyes, simultaneously 

experiencing coitus vicariously through the use of teledildonic devices.  Through this 

medium, it would be possible for a consumer to have sex with their favorite porn star.  

The “teletouch revolution”, as envisioned by CEO Brian Shuster of HoloFilm 

Productions, promises that the consumer will not only see their favorites star but also 

hear and feel them too (Solle, 2015).  Unique to this medium is the notion of 

“synthologram” porn, which allows the use to feel as if right in the middle of the shoot, 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

45 

alongside the actors. (Solle, para 4).  This medium is not fully developed: however a 

Kickstarter campaign was launched in 2015 to bring holographic technology to the field 

of medical imaging (Holographic Optical Technologies, 2015).  It is very likely that once 

made fully functional, the technology will be co-opted by companies like HoloFilm 

Productions to market X-rated entertainment products.  It is also likely that in the future, 

a new form of homemade holographic porn will emerge as a subset of porn as a genre 

permitting anyone owning the technology to create their own holographic avatars of 

themselves for others to experience sex. 

People seeking newer cultural inroads to technologically simulated sexual 

experiences have found themselves to be living at the right time.  Real simulations of 

arousal facilitating erectile potency can be drawn from newer forms of technologically 

based false stimuli.  The danger of teledildonic devices is that it can powerfully activate 

the inner mechanism of arousal of people unwilling or disinclined towards building 

relationships.  It can dupe them into believing that the false form of sex with these 

fragmented, disembodied silicon body parts, renders just as satisfying and meaningful 

contact as sex with a real partner.  The need for another human being with whom to have 

a real relationship is rendered absent and moot.  Teledildonics, then, becomes somewhat 

of a poster child for the effects of postmodernism on human culture. 

Culture and Sociological Markers as they Relate to Porn 

Hebdige (1979) interpreted the construct of “culture” as the result of blending 

semiotic or meaning-making themes in such areas as “language, experience and reality” 

(p. 10).  The fusion of these themes then could provide a more thorough window into 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

46 

how life and society intersect and unravel, or present, as he described “society’s total way 

of life” (p. 10).  Culture is created through symbolic representations of life and behavior.  

How these symbols interconnect to include and encompass all corners of life experience 

is what creates the benchmarks of culture.  Profoundly powerful are the aesthetics of 

culture, being manifestations of these signs and symbols which forces a natural hierarchy 

of most aesthetic and most valued to least, leading to a subjective but natural conclusion 

of what is environmentally presented and praised (Williams, 1960a; Bennett, 2010). 

Later, Williams (1977b) argued that concepts of hegemonic rule and authoritative 

power, need to be included in cultural analysis because they take what is currently 

praised and create a new “worldview” (pp. 108-109).  This forces an examination of the 

totality of social process, which would need to include the industry of porn, as it relates to 

specific distributions of power and influence.  Modern technology exacerbates these 

dynamics of power, as technology, communication and commerce are inseparable from 

social influence.  Williams (1974c) argued that technology socially shapes culture and 

that technology becomes the stage where culture can take place (p. 124).  It is that power 

fueled by consumerism that creates the strength of pornography to inform society. 

The perception of the aesthetics and value of porn, while overwhelmingly 

subjective, do have a change effect on sociological markers.  Among them are issues of 

gender equality (Baron, 1990), women’s attitudes towards themselves and their bodies 

(Ryberg, 2015), girls’ perceptions of sexual expectation and performance (Scarcelli, 

2015), recreational attitudes towards sex (Jochen & Valkenburg, 2006), and adult social 

bonding (Stack, Wasserman, & Kern, 2004).  Built around these and other markers, porn 
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qualifies as a reflection of the current signs and symbols of shaped culture.  The presence 

of porn was initially subtler.  Now, it is the contrary.  Aucoin (2006) wrote: “What is new 

and troubling, critics suggest, is that the porn aesthetic has become so pervasive that it 

now serves as a kind of sensory wallpaper, something that people don’t even notice 

anymore” (para 6). 

Perhaps in past decades porn was considered merely a reflection of subculture 

because it was less overt.  The presence of pornography is now so overwhelming that to 

be thorough; it must be integrated into an overall phenomenological analysis of a 

postmodern total way of life, including how it affects thought, communication, and 

socialization.  Its authority and power to shape society and influence a new worldview 

that is tolerant and accepting of pornography must also be examined.  This is necessary 

because it is likely that new forms of pornography will eventually emerge as time passes 

and technology evolves even more. 

Youth Culture 

Prior to becoming part of the cultural mainstream, newer manifestations of 

identity creation often find their first expression among adolescents trying to step away 

from the trappings of parental authority and values (Buckingham, 2008).  Initial threads 

of contrary expression are often seen in youth-oriented media that promote a rejection or 

departure from traditional heritage, religious or societal norms (Buckingham, p. 13). 

Youth culture often clings to themes of rebellion, rejection of parental authority, unclear 

parameters, a peer-encouraged lack of responsibility and a shifting away from the 

markings of absolute values such as those determined by religion and heritage (Dudley, 
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1983).  Especially for teenagers who did not enjoy a secure attachment base during 

childhood, attachment expectations become wobbly as teens continue the psychosocial 

search for identity and self (Karen, 1998).  Physical individuation from parents is highly 

praised as teens shift away from the dominant authority of family to form a new 

hierarchy of peer attachment with other teens, who might also be experiencing the same 

stress of identity formation (Scharf & Mayseless, 2007). 

Identity formation in a postmodern era carries with it increased internal tension as 

the signs, symbols, and representations between right and wrong have either unclear or 

nonexistent boundaries (Besley, 2003).  Media representations of adulthood and 

happiness have become so contorted and ambiguous that they defy reality (Hutchinson, 

pp. 69-72).  An understanding of sex via porn creates misunderstanding and delusion 

because sexual boundaries become blurred or nonexistent.  Teens are exposed to celebrity 

representations of sex, usually by pop stars.  But, among teens that have not yet 

crystallized an identity, they are unable to perceive the fictitious elements of performed 

sex and the personal emotional dysregulation that takes places in an individual who 

consents to perform sex.  If teens reduce their understanding of sexual intimacy by 

internalizing the stage performance of pop stars, then the ability to recognize the 

necessary social cues to adequately negotiate an understanding of healthy adult sexual 

expression could be compromised (Lieb, 2013).  Not being able to discern between 

fantasy and reality, the elasticity of misunderstanding could mar their judgments as 

adults.  If viewing media-based presentations of sexuality remain part of the idiosyncratic 

behavioral paradigm, this behavior is likely to contribute to some form of future sexual 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

49 

and/or relational dysfunction (Pappas, 2012).  Indulgence in performed misrepresentation 

of sexual life offered by celebrity culture could result in skewed relationships dynamics 

in addition to cognitive misperceptions of sex. 

In contemporary youth culture, adolescents encounter the Hebdigian markers of 

“language, experience, and reality” as one-dimensional, collapsing public and private and 

the sacred and the profane into one realm.  Teens are met with super-suggestive 

postmodern interpretations of reality at an age where naturally occurring sexual strivings 

have yet to be properly understood.  An unclear understanding of the proper place of 

sexuality as they transition to adulthood creates an atmosphere where lines become 

blurred and boundaries nonexistent (Sylvester & Thomson, 2016).  For teens developing 

their sense of overall identity, the powerful yet confusing feelings of sexual arousal and 

sexual identity are often exploited by the media and is very often the platform and 

mechanism by which artists/companies can sell their name or their product.  Sex sells and 

it sells quite well, especially to those who have not yet learned to attach a sense of 

responsibility to it. 

The genital stage of psychosexual development, which often begins in the teenage 

years, carries tantalizing physiological promptings which when triggered yearn personal 

expression.  But, these are often held back by parents and by sociocultural constraints.  

The blending of an erroneous understanding of the responsibilities of sex with anger at 

parental strictures creates the foundations for a perfect storm of teenage rebellion.  

Exploiting the needs of role-confused teenagers who live in an era of postmodern identity 

instability and postmodern artistic expression has allowed for a sexualized portrayal of 
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identity.  Identity search is complicated by teen reliance on music videos and films that 

erase the boundaries of what is considered an accurate depiction of sexual expression.  

Internalizing sexual expectations based on behavior modeled in pop music videos, such 

as the genres of rock, rap and hip-hop, exposes teens to an insecure understanding of 

sexual behavior based on hype and body image.  Absent from this material are any 

realistic limits of sexual performance or realistic social conventions or corresponding 

personal responsibilities. 

Pop Icons and Teen Marketing 

Pop icons, such as Nikki Minaj, Miley Cyrus and Beyoncé, become iconic 

because they generate attention and increase their marketability by exuding themes that 

both shock and run contrary to established mainstream values. Such singers sexualize 

their on-stage performances to impressionable teens that conclude that what they see is 

how sex and sexual matters should be (Brown & Lu, 2007).  Music videos are typically 

only a few minutes long.  However, the frequency of exposure to these videos, and 

corresponding print and online magazine articles dedicated to these stars, create a media-

filled diet of message induction.  Aubrey (2006) concluded that repetitive exposure to 

media-induced sexualized videos and imagery contributed to self-objectification and self-

sexualization.  The sweeping communality of the message is that exterior qualities of 

looks and sex appeal trump unobservable internal qualities, such as perhaps kindness and 

compassion (Aubrey, p. 381).  In other words, the message is that appearance overrides 

personality.  In addition to this, marketers understand that adolescents represent a large 

consumer group with enormous liquid capital (Businesses Take Note, 2012). Record 
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companies seem to understand that triggering and tweaking the adolescent inclination to 

rebel and denounce rigid rules can be financially profitable. 

For teens, media is marketed in such a way as to fuse the public with the private.  

This trend owes itself t new types of media technology that permitted a new construction 

or as Besley described a kind of “hybridization” (2010) of adolescence on a global scale.  

A worldwide urbanization of teen identity shifted from community and culture-specific 

value-systems to an identity formed by various forms of modern technology influencing 

identity formation.  Super-sexualized nuances targeted towards teens abound in media 

and in the cyber world that dissolve any separation of private intimate acts with public 

expression of them (Nayar, 2010).  The topic of why females willingly make themselves 

available as sexual objects as in series such the highly popular, profitable, and raunchy 

“Girls Gone Wild” video series (2004-2007).  To understand this, Nowatzki & Morry 

(2009) concluded that the trend towards soft and hard-core pornographic images in media 

and entertainment have led to a desensitization among women towards pornography and 

towards the objectification and sexualization of women in general.  Kapidzic & Herring 

(2014) studied the tendency of teens to mimic mass media images as they portray 

themselves on social media sites.  Their conclusion is that teens choose self-sexualizing 

photos that correspond to culturally dominant themes of attractiveness and seductiveness.   

The lack of clear boundaries around sex and sexual identity expression, are typical of 

hallmarks of postmodern influence.  But, it is not sex alone that makes teen-targeted 

artistry so postmodern.  It is rather the warped hodge-podge of developmental dynamics 

that overlap with sexuality that allow teens to rebel against authority but nonetheless 
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maintain their childhood status, while experimenting with things sexual that appear to 

render no consequences. 

An example of this is the music video filmed to market the song “I don’t care!  I 

love it!” written by British singer-songwriter Charli XCX and recorded by Swedish 

female pop sensation Icona Pop.  The music and story begins with two very young girls 

wordlessly bemoaning the patriarchy of dad while they sit on the sofa, almost catatonic, 

monitored watchfully by an authoritarian father.  His stare darts between them, his wife, 

and his open newspaper.  Mom, wearing an apron, serves him a plate of cookies fresh out 

of the oven while he continues to hold armchair court surveying their activities.  As their 

dislike of these rigid social roles becomes more obvious, the girls begin to daydream 

about turning 18, demasking any pretensions.  They dream of exchanging their little girl 

dresses for piercings, nose-rings, exaggerated hairstyles and form-fitting, attention-

guaranteeing club dresses with nude-colored nylons and spiked heels.  As the video and 

techno-pop beat progress, the declarative chant of “I don’t care!  I love it!” becomes even 

more pronounced as their first steps towards actual sexual expression are brought to 

fruition with guys they meet in clubs who take them to their apartments for sex.  All of 

this seems to be in retaliation for the constraints of dad’s imposed patriarchal order and 

the blind obedience of a weak submissive mother figure. 

What makes this video postmodern is not that the little girls imagine themselves 

grown up teasing young men with their alluring clothes, make-up and sensual behavior, 

but that the video ends with them still scantily clad in night club dresses playing with 

their new found sexually aggressive boyfriends in a multi-colored plastic ball pond, 
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similar to the kind of installation that anchors the playground area for children in fast-

food establishments such as McDonald’s or Chuck-E-Cheese.  In the ball pond, the girls 

and guys frolic in the pit of plastic balls, retreating to the innocence of childhood 

unfettered by the complexities of adult relationships, especially those built solely on 

looks and sex. 

The jumps from childhood to adulthood to the abandonment of adulthood back to 

childhood appear to permit a non-linear folding of time and typify the fluid, fragmented, 

lava lamped influence of postmodernism.  The video depicts the possibility of freedom 

from a future of regimented, fixed and static social roles, allowing experimentation with 

adult behavior while rejecting the obvious patriarchal hegemony of their home.  The 

lyrics express a need to release pent up internal anger by casting off the trappings of 

parental authority, control and social role expectations hoisted on them by western 

culture (Lipshutz, 2013). 

Despite of the social identity statement made by sexualizing their appearance, the 

psychosocial maturity needed to maintain a relationship with the men did not keep pace 

with the girls’ emotional skill level.  Ultimately, partying and sex were not enough.  The 

pressures of sexuality and adulthood, abandoned in favor of the more familiar, easy path 

to fun they remember from childhood created a retreat more comfortable and less 

demanding of them.  They still retained the outward trappings of being older but 

withdrew from adulthood because the rush to the sexual aspect of it proved too 

compelling.  Regression to the inconsequence of childhood away from adult 

responsibility is preferred.  Flitting from childhood to full genital maturity and back 
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again, the video reflects the postmodern notion of immediate maturity, the interplay of 

sex with no responsibility and the morphing of linear developmental stages into a non-

linear fashion. 

While the depiction of sex in the above-referenced video is milder, other artists 

have been less hesitant to exhibit full-on nudity and graduation from foreplay to 

intercourse in the context of their performance in concept videos (Strasburger, Wilson, & 

Jordan, 2014).  It is precisely in this setting that the intimacy of sex is subverted from the 

realm of intimacy and privacy to something that is decontextualized, removed from the 

realm of the sacred and private.  The subverted setting is also important because of 

accuracy of perception.  Viewing portrayals of sexual behavior does not equate with a 

proper understanding or experience of healthy sexual behavior (Chock, 2007).  Because 

music videos exist to promote album sales, the cultural image and semiotic meaning of 

sex, have transformed to accommodate a nuance of a consumerism and a 

commodification of the body and the act of physical intimacy (Yudice, 2003). 

Pornography and Consumerism 

It is precisely within this framework of financial transaction that sex is used to 

commercialize a product or an image, owing much to the refrain that “sex sells”.  Sex, 

then, could be interpreted as Hebdige’s language of culture, with people communicating 

sexually to convey specific relational semiotics.  This attitude deconstructs the purpose of 

sex, redirecting it from its intended purpose of an expression of love and affection and 

vehicle of procreation.  Under capitalist consumerism, sex becomes an exchange tool of 
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strategic marketing, bereft of the intimacy and sacredness that is supposed to be found 

when two people unite to express physical love. 

Exposure to indiscriminate decontextualized sex in music videos began in the 

1980’s with the advent of MTV, VH1 and other corresponding television stations that 

based their platform on videotaped interpretations of hit songs (Goodwin, 1993). 

Consumers could watch a steady stream of videos, 24 hours a day, all week long, many 

of them containing highly sensual and erotic content.  Concurrently, late-night cable 

stations emerged offering options such as the “Spice” and “Playboy” channels that 

scrambled soft-core adult entertainment accessible right from the home cable box.  

Content could be unscrambled for a fee but enough material could be still be discerned to 

watch for free full-on adult sexual play (Lev, 1993). 

Decades have passed since these stations made their debut into the homes of 

American television viewers but their impact has been worldwide, globalizing porn 

though media (Kraidy, 2002).  Some stations have come and gone but some persist and 

are still strong in the market, such as the Playboy channel.  Those stations that persist 

have learned to broaden their platform by offering even more graphic sexual content to 

meet consumer demands (Egan, 2000).  Cable stations learned that to remain financially 

viable, they must offer more explicit material that runs parallel to the increasing tolerance 

levels of viewership (Miller, 2008).  Miller quoted Geoffrey Lurie, CEO of Trans Digital, 

a cable company marketing adult programming, who commented on the content of adult 

features: “What was once very risqué is now considered to be meek” (para 10).  
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Alongside the flood of racy music videos, cable television also contributed to a lessening 

of traditional strictures prohibiting televised displays of sex. 

Parallel to this phenomenon was the advent of tabloid television featuring talk 

shows that based their platform on people of lower socioeconomic groups being 

interviewed as guests discussing prurient topics in front of a live studio audience.  Grabe, 

Zhou, Lang, & Bolls (2000) discovered that such programs were based on sensationalism 

and were produced to stir a shocking challenge to our sense of morals and aesthetics.  

Now defunct shows named after their host include Rikki Lake, Geraldo Rivera, Montel 

Williams, Jenny Jones, Oprah and Phil Donohue.  Current programming based on this 

model includes “The Jerry Springer Show” and “Maury Povich”, which feature the 

disclosure of secretive information to induce an emotional viewer reaction.  

Sensationalism in television has served to elicit “unwholesome emotional responses” 

(Mott, 1962).  This notion can hold true for guests and for viewers alike. 

Made available for discussion in tabloid television were many porn-related topics 

such as incest, cheating, cross-dressing, promiscuous behavior as well as transgendered 

persons disclosing their sex at birth to a partner or the truth of whom fathered a baby.  

The list is endless.  The success of tabloid television was that it provided an arena for 

sexually nonconformist topics to be made public in exchange for the recognition of being 

broadcast on live television (Gamson, 1998).  The arousing nature of the content and 

direct interaction with the studio audience, derived from a “cash for trash” formula, 

produced high ratings (Grabe et al., 2000).  In relation to this paper, the significance of 

tabloid television was that it seemed to pair itself with changes in other forms of 
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entertainment that were pornography-friendly.  The sultry and forbidden nature of the 

topic of each episode and corresponding guest disclosures on these shows helped 

desensitize the shock to pornographic themes and pornographic concepts (Rowe, 1993). 

Since the debut of music channel television formats, audience viewership 

formalized age as a cohort and as a changing variable (Richardson, 2012).  Initial 

audiences have gone on to become parents who now have teens themselves.  It is likely 

that the relaxed values of the generations first exposed to sexualized content in media 

have raised children who are now exposed to content even more graphic.  These children, 

in turn, have grown saturated by it and desensitized to it.  Raised by parents who became 

habituated to and numbed by debauched imagery and song lyrics, they themselves grew 

up unable to recognize the potential danger caused by indulging in it.  Since then, 

additional generations of age-cohort children have been raised by newer generations of 

parents who saw exposure as no big deal (Will, 1990).  The salient variable in this 

context is that routine indulgence of this material over time may have broken down 

inhibitions and prompted a desensitization to open displays of filmed sexual interaction 

than the mores and publicly-expressed values of previous generations were willing to 

tolerate (Ward, 2003). 

Pornographic Influence on Psychosocial Development 

In addition to this, watching videos of sexualized pop music has inadvertently 

created a platform that teenagers now use to negotiate the ambiguity of role confusion 

and identity construction (Taylor & Hanson, 2007).  Identity vs. Role Confusion is a crisis 

of identity creation that is expected of adolescence in typical lifespan psychosocial 
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development (Erikson, 1968).  Teens will demonstrate their identification with celebrities 

by adopting corresponding fashion and hairstyle trends (Lamb & Brown, 2006; Hawkes, 

2007).  It is likely they will also base identity construction on taped, performed 

sexualized behavior post modernly intermingled with aspects of real life, modeled, and 

normalized for them in music, video and now in various online formats (Ward, 2003; 

Sylvester & Thomson, 2016).  Agger (2012) referred to this as looking into a 

“pornographic prism” constructing expectations of sexual behavior through the lens of 

sexuality interpreted by professional and amateur pornographers. 

Paired with the cellular age of telecommunications, an alarming trend among 

teens is seen in the transmission of sexual imagery by “sexting”.  Sexting is a 

portmanteau of two distinct words that when blended together create a new meaning.  

Sexting involves a combination of texting and sexual imagery.  Sexting is the 

transmission of verbal text messages combined with highly eroticized digital images and 

video clips sent by text on cell phones with the intention of creating a distinct sustained 

impression which communicates sexualized flirting and potential physical partnership 

(Strassberg, McKinnon, Sustaita, & Rullo, 2010; Phillips, 2015).  Many do so without 

regard for the explicit content of sexting because the behavior has become so normalized 

that teens are oblivious to any possible negative consequences (Brown, Keller, & Stern, 

2009; Mitchell, Finkelhor, Jones, & Wolak, 2012).  Many teens also base the “profile” 

section of whatever social media site they use unashamedly including in it racy, 

sexualized imagery of themselves because such personal depictions, thanks to media and 
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music videos, has been presented to them under the umbrella of “popular” and “normal” 

(APA Task Force, 2007; Myers, 2015). 

Linked to the advanced multipurpose nature of smartphones, digital image 

creation and corresponding image sharing is unique and highly popular in teen culture 

(Jang, Han, Shih, & Lee, 2015).  The ability to formulate and construct the kind of self-

representation most aligned to the meaning the user wishes to communicate is easily 

achieved through social connectivity apps and photos of the self easily taken by the 

phone’s camera function.  Hebdige’s “language” of culture also resonates among teens in 

a telecommunications format because use of the cellphone to communicate has become 

an undeniable culturally sanctioned platform to explore identity and proclaim, preen and 

control visual self-definition (Attrill, 2015; Marwick, 2015).  The “selfie”, a photograph 

taken of the self by the self and then posted by the same self, is a particularly popular 

digital behavior among teens, especially those wishing to attract attention in a highly 

competitive adolescent attention market (Gabriel, 2014).  Selfies can be modest; 

however, they frequently cross the line into exhibitionism being used to symbolize a 

specific erotic meaning the user seeks to convey about their identity (Wortham, 2013).  

Uploaded through an Internet connection, eroticized self-portraiture and shots of body 

parts is common and is used to control a perception of self through the point of view of 

the onlooker (Tifentale, 2014).  Teens seem to be masterful at this.  The format of the 

cellphone allows them “full time” access to constant 24 hour-a-day mediation of 

presentation management and impression maintenance (Mascheroni, Vincent, & Jimenez, 

2015; Suler, 2015). 
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It is precisely this repositioning of sex from its private niche to the wide-open 

public arena that fuels the power of consumerism to redirect sex away from the 

parameters of committed relational love to it becoming a default template on which to 

construct a personal social identity.  Myers (2015) writes that “It is in youth culture that 

new, progressive ideas are granted permission to be explored because it acts as something 

of a safe space where little to no fault is attached to young individuals who are attempting 

to navigate ideas about the world.” (p. 3) Older generations of society were not silent in 

voicing their displeasure with these new progressive, sexualized forms of identity 

creation among young music video enthusiasts (Dodson, 1990; Will, 1990).  But, society 

held them too little to no account and such scorn did not end the art form; it perhaps only 

added fuel to the fire. 

From a societal level, it is likely the initial desensitization of sexual imagery 

widened with time and redirected any established inhibitions over what was perceived as 

inappropriate.  As the initial generations have aged, newer age-cohort generations have 

popped up to take their place also negotiating the same Eriksonian Identity vs. Role 

Confusion stage.  But, newer age-cohorts have been exposed to even more highly 

suggestive forms of entertainment, some at times considering it to be instruction (Wolf, 

2003).  Hunter, Figueredo, & Malamuth (2010) reported that exposure to pornographic 

imagery is so commonplace among youth that many report it as being their primary 

source of sex education as teens.  Interestingly, as these age-cohorts advanced in years, 

computer technology also evolved becoming more sophisticated and responsive to 

searches.  The Internet and advanced computing systems have created very easy access to 
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sexualized images and sexually oriented websites.  Braun-Corville & Rojas (2009) 

studied the effects of easy access to these among teens and found that half their subjects 

(N=433) had visited pornographic sites and those who did reported a higher sexual 

permissiveness score than those who did not.  Easier access to websites has exposed 

younger generations of kids to similar and even more graphic depictions of body image 

and sexual behavior.  Searching these sites via web surfing is interpreted as mundane and 

common (Fallon, 2003; Tanner, 2007), further widening the gap generationally between 

boundaries and disinhibition and between the realm of public and private. 

Mainstream Culture 

Myers (2015) argued that elements of youth culture eventually become sown into 

the fabric of mainstream culture because youth and the mainstream converge through the 

framework of consumerism, a variable that is a hallmark of both cultural platforms.  She 

pointed out that the over-production of sexualized images and the over-exposure people 

have to them does not end with adolescence, but carries on into fully-grown adult spheres 

of life with increased degrees of tolerance and acceptance.  This is easily illustrated by 

the popularity of selfies among not only adolescents, but also adults (Jang et al., 2015). 

Apparently, though, it is not just tolerance of the visual that have made the transition but 

auditory as well.  The interdiction of porn and its effect on consumerism features 

prominently in the battle for listeners among early morning drive radiobroadcasts. 

One such broadcast is “The Woody Show” on Alt 98.7 FM in Los Angeles, CA.  

Featuring Jeff Fife as “Woody”, the show will commonly announce on-air celebrity 

birthday “shout outs”.  Fife, though, also features pornstar birthdays and will then tweak 
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the wakefulness of his driving audience by including some of the more eyebrow-raising, 

salacious titles of their work, all right before traffic and weather alerts.  Recently, the 

show offered a contest with the prize of a sexual foursome with three popular new starlets 

to the winner (Fife, 2015).  News articles such as a typical bad day on porn sets or 

reaction pieces to porn stars seeing their own shoots for the first time (Fife, 2016a; Fife, 

2016b) are also common material.  Radio is, of course, not video but audio recordings 

from films of porn stars performing sex as part of a broadcast also figure prominently in 

the national acculturation and desensitization of porn in American culture. 

Typically, pop radio stations work from a format designed to attract adolescents 

and young adults.  Exposing these age groups to audio clips of porn stars having sex 

advertently sexualizes the airwaves.  The broadcasts are not filtered for younger age 

listeners.  It is impossible that adolescents and children not hear what is being said, or 

moaned.  The host and producer of this show, and others like it across the United States 

must know that the mention of pornstars, such as Asia Carrera and the title of her film 

“Jawbreakers”, exposes children to material they are not able to properly psychologically 

manage.  Children are particularly susceptible to pornographic influence (Kendrick, 

1996).  It is doubtful that once an image is planted in their minds, they are able to tune it 

out or put it in its proper perspective.  Also questionable is the wisdom of broadcasting 

audio clips of sex films to people while they are driving to work.  Regardless, the playing 

snippets of audio porn and teasing audiences with sexualized titles in the pursuit of 

elevated consumer ratings.  This scheme exploits pop radio, a teenage entertainment 

platform, and adds further evidence to the idea that porn has become routine, simply a 
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part of mainstream culture.  Teens accustomed to such material enter adulthood with an 

identity already desensitized to porn and perhaps primed to expect it as part of typical 

everyday lifestyle expression. 

As adults age, the concept of identity formation is revisited, especially in regards 

to creation of relationships.  As new forms of socialization become more dominant, such 

as social networking sites, it is possible that adults will regress to the same sexualized 

platform of identity construction modeled for them as teenagers.  In addition to this, the 

search for sex, a never-ending variable related to love and affection never fades.  Myers 

(2015) wrote: 

Sex taps into a primal curiosity inherent in every human, but inserting the visual 

discourse of sex in music videos for the masses to gaze at disorients the posture 

by which individuals approach it.  Its resurfacing through music videos and social 

media relays the message that sex is suitable to experience in whatever format – 

motivated by or removed from love, within or outside of marriage, with or 

without the presence of another human, and through acknowledgement or 

fragmentation of the body. (p. 5) 

Society has yet to grasp the full consequences of sexual activity generated by online 

computer use (Parker & Wampler, 2003).  The idea that sex is suitable to experience in 

“whatever format” falls neatly along the lines of self-referential postmodern thinking in a 

hyperreal technological setting.  The idea that sex could be “motivated by” or “removed 

from” love indicates that sex is no longer a shared aspect of commitment between two 

faithful adults but rather has been reduced to being a mere commoditized physiological 
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need, devoid of any necessary relationship components to justify its activity.  The idea 

that sex can be experienced without the presence of another human being, such as while 

viewing online pornography and masturbating (Regernus & Gordon, 2014) is also a 

marker of postmodern influence.  These factors will be addressed later in this paper in 

more full detail as they relate to process addictions. 

Gaze 

Myer’s recognition of the concept of “gaze” though is of importance to this paper.  

Exposure to highly eroticized material, especially at an impressionable age, contributes to 

a distortion or disoriented approach to sex and sexual self-presentation (Lund & Blaedon, 

2003; Durham, 2008).  Sexual self-presentation is not restricted to adolescents.  Gaze, 

though, is a rating of body objectification that unconsciously communicates that the looks 

and appearance of the female are at a high level of male acceptability as demonstrated by 

men engaging in a prolonged stare at women (Calogero, 2004; Gervais, Vescio, & Allen, 

2011).  Some women perceive a heightened sense of worth through male gaze, somehow 

meaning they have met a higher standard of attraction that communicates men’s 

perception of their intrinsic worth and acceptability (Garcia, Earnshaw, & Quinn, 2015).  

The worth, though, is based on an acknowledgment of external attributes and speaks 

nothing to internal qualities.  The concept of gaze and the female’s recognition of the 

prolonged stare of men reinforces notion of her own appearance as experienced from the 

point of view of observer.  Shaping her own identity from the framework of how others 

see her then can become a standard for the female as she attempts to maintain the looks 

that generated the initial acknowledgment. 
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Frederickson and Roberts (1997) discussed why a female would ever internalize a 

viewer’s perspective on her own self.  They argued that: 

At a psychological level, perhaps the most profound effect of objectifying 

treatment is that it coaxes girls and women to adopt a peculiar view of self.  

Objectification theory posits that the cultural milieu of objectification functions to 

socialize girls and women to, at some level, treat themselves as objects to be 

looked at and evaluated. (p. 177) 

Szmanski, Moffitt, & Carr (2011) confirmed the concept of gaze as a form of male 

“approval and acknowledgement” (p. 21) Gaze is certainly a variable in the creation of a 

sexually objectified environment.  Gaze occurs when highly valued attributes of 

appearance are correlated to introjected cultural perceptions of beauty.  These are 

correspondingly recognized and applauded through stare.  Gaze, then, becomes intrinsic 

to the creation of a postmodern identity and a sexualized sense of personal worth because 

it signifies that the female has achieved a degree of significance and value vis-à-vis her 

body.  In gaze, the value of the exterior supersedes and obviates any recognition of her 

interior worth. 

The capacity to grab one’s gaze or establish spectatorship is a hallmark 

characteristic of highly eroticized music videos, and of course, of porn.  Performers, in an 

effort to rework the female status as being hierarchically subjugated by men, attempt to 

maneuver sexual control by flipping relational dynamics.  This scenario makes the male 

vulnerable and empowers the female by resetting the female as the one in control.  This is 

done by the female asserting the worth of her body almost as a fragmented alter at which 
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to worship, which the man succumbs to in his pursuit of highly introjected feminine 

archetypes of sensuality and beauty.  Spectatorship is not restricted to males though. 

While men view women as a form of potential sexual gratification, women view 

women as a source of identity refinement and construction.  This is in alignment with 

objectification theory as proposed by Frederickson and Roberts (1997), who posited, 

“girls and women are typically acculturated to internalize an observer’s perspective as a 

primary view of their physical selves” (p. 173).  Johnson (2014) rephrased this as “girls 

and women [are] acculturated to internalize a third-person view of their bodies as the 

main way to think about themselves” (para 1).  This notion could be rephrased to describe 

a self-presentation based on how the point of view of others, referring to the third person.  

This might help explain by young girls dress provocatively at concerts of pop artists such 

as Beyoncé or Jennifer Lopez.  These artists routinely perform in skin-bearing attire, 

sexualizing their bodies in dance and movement while on stage.  For unassuming fans, 

they model the surest way of gaining male attention while also setting a typology for 

what the girls perceive as an accurate portrayal of female identity (Riley, 2016).  This 

appears paradoxical.  To assume power in sexual and gender dynamics, the unstated 

message is that the women must first objectify her body to then be able to subjectify 

herself. 

An example of this is the song “Timber” by contemporary hip-hop artists Ke$ha 

(pronounced “key-sha”), née Kesha Rose Sebert, and Christian Armando Perez, who goes 

by the stage name “Pitbull”.  The title is a metaphor for the shout yelled by lumberjacks 

who succeed at felling an enormous tree.  Analyzing the corresponding video, Myers 
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(2015) points out that a message is indirectly communicated by the thong-clad singer, and 

by her sexy and powerful-looking back ground dancers, all thin but shapely cowgirls who 

wear very tight “daisy-duke” cutoff jean shorts.  They jiggle and writhe rapidly to a 

seductive fiddle-infused techno pop beat in a western bar, intimately touching themselves 

in choreographed synchronicity to prove they have control over their bodies and the 

activation of their own sexual response systems.  As the video and song progress, the 

setting abruptly changes.  In postmodern fashion, they are whisked away from the bar and 

find themselves on the white sands of a far-off tropical beach where sex is consummated. 

When not clad in bikini-tops, Ke$ha and her dancers all wear t-shirts bearing the 

expression “It’s Going Down” signifying a sexual transaction will occur with them as 

women taking power over the decision to do so, not the men.  What is not openly stated is 

the phallic symbolism inherent in the title and lyrics.  “Timber” is felled wood.  “Wood” 

is an allusion to modern urban slang referring to a man’s erect penis. The combination of 

“timber” and “it’s going down” is an indirect reference to the consummation of the sexual 

act, with the male transitioning from arousal to resolution and back to refraction.  With 

her singing, she is communicating that she is in direct control of this transaction. 

Licking her fingers while bending over the hood of trucks to expose her sheath-

covered backside rhythmically moving her backside from left to right to the beat of the 

music, Ke$ha commands the gaze of watchers who experience her body as the primary 

target of spectacle and viewership.  But, they do not experience her as a person.  The rest 

of the imagery in the video is almost pointless. 
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As in porn, Ke$ha teases viewers who experience her sex play as audience but not 

as participant, disorienting an understanding of the true nature of real sexual relations.  At 

the same time, she constructs a hyperreal image of herself as powerful enough to 

command unending attention.  This she does through the lens of the camera by 

transforming her body, and fragmented parts of her body, into object.  Viewers are 

compelled to watch to learn how this game of sexual politics plays out.  In alignment 

with postmodernism, this format of sex is acceptable even though the fake performed 

behavior is portrayed as a true depiction of sexual interaction, thus distorting and 

dislodging a real understanding of true intimate dynamics.  The result is the viewer logs 

off drawing misguided conclusions about intimacy based on inauthentic and false 

performance.  Real understanding about sex comes from participation in real personal 

physical interaction and not from being on the sidelines watching the performance of 

others paid to simulate the experience.  Personal involvement via viewership is limited to 

intrapersonal projections of participation.  The sex itself is a depiction being channeled 

through the prism of perceived power and control, not through the prism of love and 

affection. 

As the song reaches its final measure, postmodernism again reasserts itself 

deconstructing the original notion of her power by her submission to the typical interplay 

of male/female sexual dynamics.  An understanding of sex is experienced through 

artifice, through simulated pastiche and as voyeur, not as participant in a real physical 

encounter.  The pulsating sensuality of the singer’s body, as she fragments different body 

parts for the camera, energizes the interest of watchers who reinforce Ke$ha’s awareness 
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of her female body as an instrument to generate the gaze of the audience, both male and 

female.  Impressionable people watching this performance might not recognize the 

imbalance of fantasy and reality.  They could easily conclude that the power of identity 

construction can be acquired by wearing very little, by shaking frenetically the breasts 

and to “twerk” or to shake and undulate the buttocks coordinating with the rhythm and 

beat of the music, all to secure the hypnotic gaze of spectators.  The semiotic of this 

video is that despite whatever persuasion and allure men may possess, it is ultimately 

under the purview of women to surrender to his wants.  The corresponding sexual 

encounter happens by her agency, and not because he is in control.  Despite the 

establishment of her identity as a puissant seductress, the video, not surprisingly, 

illustrates that the man is ultimately there for his own gratification, caring little, if at all, 

for her perceived sense of power. 

The idea that the objectified do not object to their very own objectification and 

that they capitalize on that objectification is a powerful postmodern construction.  This 

partially explains the platform upon which both celebrities and common people 

manufacture their own online identities, often a blend of the real and the hyperbolic.  This 

is done especially in social media and geolocation apps allowing people the ability to 

establish how they wish to be perceived by a potential audience.  This contemporary 

phenomenon is not limited to adolescents.  Many adults, unconsciously attuned to the 

ideology of postmodernism, rely on sexuality to construct identity, command audience 

and communicate quasi-sincere messages of self-presentation and even social reform. 
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The Role of the Feminist Movement 

The feminist movement has fallen victim to the ambiguity of postmodern 

thinking.  And unwittingly has contributed to the expansion of porn and of the role of 

women in porn through manipulation of feminist ideology.  This is significant as it adds a 

dimension of understanding as to why porn is so commonly accepted, why women play a 

role in their own objectification, and why women would ever want to participate in what 

Levy (2005) refers to as “raunch culture”. 

Biblically, Samuel wrote about the need of Bathsheba to be noticed for her body 

(II Samuel, 11:2, King James Version).  Although her exhibition by bathing on the roof in 

the moonlight is little near the antics of icons Icona Pop, Ke$ha, Beyoncé  or Miley 

Cyrus, Bathsheba illustrates the ancient inner longing to be noticed, the desire to be seen 

and wanted, even to inspire lust, regardless of the consequences.  It is hard to believe she 

did not know what might happen.  Inarguably she could have bathed inside, but the need 

to be seen and to have her sensuality seen in the moonlight, overrode any sense of good 

judgment on her part.  King David saw her from his roof and summoned for her.  A price 

was to be paid for his impulsiveness.  The rest is history. 

What Bathsheba represents is the beauty of the female body and the power of the 

feminine to behold and bewilder.  She represents an archetype of female beauty and the 

inner female desire to be longed for.  Her body also communicates that the power of the 

feminine is sufficient to render askew wise judgment and ignore potential consequences.  

In contemporary terms, this is best explained by E. Anne Kaplan (1988) who described 

women on MTV, and other music video sites, who misuse and abuse their femininity by 
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first attaching themselves to social ideas then default to the same longing to be admired 

that plagued Bathsheba and her choices.  Music videos are a convenient platform on 

which to prominently voice social messages.  But, the social message is lost through the 

misuse of femininity and sensuality and the skin-bearing costumes of the performer.  The 

initial gaze of the viewer is hooked by relevant social awareness themes, but often singers 

then step away from social themes in favor of the more narcissistic inwardly rewarding 

sexualized hypnotic trance she, the artist, has the power to effect in others. 

Kaplan wrote: “In line with Baudrillard’s theory, MTV partly exploits the 

imaginary desires allowed free play through the various sixties liberation movements. 

Divesting them, for commercial reasons, of their originally revolutionary implications” 

(p. 36).  In establishing a stance against male hegemonic gender constructs, Kaplan points 

out those female artists often attach themselves to the theme of social awareness 

movements, such as feminism, by bait and switch.  An initial appeal is made to the 

socially conscious side of the viewer but once that is secured, some artists revert to 

displays of performative sexuality, of writhing and twerking.  In the end, the true purpose 

of the performance is commercialism but that cannot happen is the eye of the viewer 

never gets fixed on what will surely sustain attention.  Narcissistic exhibitionism drowns 

out the original theme of whatever social cause was initially presented. 

Researchers point out that the feminist movement worked to liberate women from 

the confines of narrowly defined social and political constructs.  Griffin (1981) 

documents that initially “In the name of political freedom, we [feminists] would not 

argue for the censorship of pornography.  For political freedom itself belongs to human 
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liberation and is a necessary part of it” (p. 1).  However, it became evident that the 

exploitation of women in pornographic films only served to resubjugate women to base, 

inferior social roles (Hughes, 2004; Whisnant, 2004).  Oddly enough, feminism still 

posits an unusual defense.  It is still believed possible that participation in pornography 

can empower women by allowing them control of their sexuality, enjoying it when they 

choose to and not because of male manipulation or masculine appeal (Yale Letter, 2006; 

Cosslett, 2015; Myers, 2015).  Grebowicz (2013) wrote that female participation in 

pornography “. . . functions as political speech and thus is not like any other work but a 

site of resistance, even a creative avenue for reclaiming the body and rescripting sexual 

practices” (p. 1).  This is quite a conundrum.  The two arguments appear to empower the 

opposite sides of the same construct of female empowerment.  The opposing nature of 

these two extremes in the same spectrum is incongruous.  But, this incongruity 

nevertheless is played out in song and on stage. 

In 2014, sold-out performances for the “On The Run” tour by hip-hop artist 

Beyoncé made worldwide acclaim.  The show was news breaking, not for her role as a 

songstress, but for her promotion of feminism to exert her independence and control over 

her artistry (Little, 2014).  In one number, she preambles her pronouncement of feminist 

philosophy by projecting a prerecorded text-captioned video of Nigerian novelist 

Chimamanda Adiche explaining how girls are indoctrinated towards chastity, marriage, 

and child-rearing but that contrarily, corresponding messages of monogamy, 

husbandhood and fatherhood are not inculcated in boys (Moody, 2014).  The video also 

pronounces boldly how girls have previously been acculturated to not be so successful 
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that they eclipse the potential success of men (Alexis, 2014).  The large-print captions of 

the film clip underscore the global teaching that girls are trained to be sexually 

submissive to authority but boys are given free rein to explore their sexual selves.  She 

finalizes her message of inequality between the sexes by projecting the word “feminist” 

onto the backlit screen behind her.  Her brand of feminist ideology is then reinforced by 

turning her back to the stadium and frenetically twerking her skin-bearing buttocks in a 

fitted bodysuit, much to the roar and approval of the crowd. 

While many supporters lauded her for her version and vision of feminism 

(Valenti, 2014), others criticized her for rebranding the female body as a sexual tool that 

inevitably tanks her social message, being swallowed by a sea of gratuitous sexual 

display (Spargo, 2014).  It seems that established female veterans of the music industry 

wince in dismay at the sexualization of her body to promote feminist ideology.  

Particularly vocal was Scottish pop singer Annie Lennox, of 80’s British band “The 

Eurithymics”, who branded Beyoncé’s interpretation of this ideology as “feminist lite” 

(Spargo, 2014).  She also added her take on Beyoncé ’s sexualized choreography and said 

she found it to be “troubling” and “disturbing” (para 4) in that it is counterproductive to 

the gains for women made by the feminist movement.  In the same article, Spargo 

commented on her interview with NPR’s Steve Inskeep and quoted Lennox’s feelings 

and words succinctly and precisely: “Listen, twerking is not feminism.  It’s not it’s not 

liberating, it’s not empowering.  It’s a sexual thing that you’re doing on stage; it doesn’t 

empower you” (para 3). 
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Lennox’ feelings were reiterated about a year later when fellow British pop singer 

Chrissie Hynde, of 80’s fame singing lead for “The Pretenders”, criticized pop stars 

Rihanna and Miley Cyrus who use social liberation themes as a pretext to sexualize their 

performances (Creighton, 2015; Jones, 2015).  She said: 

“Maybe they’re feminists on behalf of prostitutes-but they are not feminists on 

behalf of music, if they are selling their music by bumping and grinding and 

wearing their underwear in videos.  That’s a kind of feminism, but, you know, 

you’re a sex worker is what you are.” (para 4) 

Sexualized choreography has given current female pop stars notoriety and certainly 

assists in selling records.  But, in the end, social messages of feminism, female 

empowerment and female independence seem to be co-opted for the same old raunchy 

routines that initially cast women in the roles of “slut” and “whore” that typify porn 

culture.  Such stars detach and divest themselves from true conviction towards social 

change by retreating to the familiar appeal of “skin” and “thrusting” which they know 

will sell records and guarantee attention and establish notoriety.  While they may believe 

or delude themselves into thinking they have struck a blow against the tight controlling 

grip of male hegemony, they seem to have achieved little more than to project a shallow 

mention of a valid social theme, in this case feminism, by self-referentially retreating to 

the appeal of the flesh.  All might not agree with Lennox and Hynde, but such styles of 

dancing and performance, live or recorded, rationalized under the pretext of social 

liberation promotion, do help inculcate a feel of pornographic culture taking root in 

modern music and in contemporary society. 
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Synopsis 

McRobbie (1994) somewhat prophesized this current dilemma by observing an 

intersection between adult and youth culture and the ability of youth culture to 

“impregnate a scornful, often condemning adult social order with the politics of 

adolescent identities” (p. 4).  The proliferation of raunch to a ubiquitous presence of porn 

influence in society has grown to exhibit a high degree of visibility among many 

dimensions of the language, experience, and reality of culture, especially when 

considering music, video, and entertainment.  Culture has suffered a subtle but powerful 

metamorphosis from outright rejection of porn to it now being an expected outright 

component of cultural expression.  Being fed by an evolution in thought from the 

Enlightenment period to modernism and now to the ever-rooted influence of 

postmodernism, porn has succeeded in gaining acceptance in outlets in society that 

previously vocalized scorn and rejection but who now participate in the benefits of its 

commercialization (Leung, 2003; Companies That Profit Off Porn, 2015).  Society then 

becomes almost like a layer cake consisting of youth culture and mainstream culture.  

But, in contemporary society, there is an additional layer to the cake, an undeniable 

presence of “porn culture” that punctuates the contemporary phenomenology of 

language, experience, and reality. 

Porn Influence in Current Mainstream Culture 

Porn has made its presence known in the world of politics with prominent porn 

stars being elected to office (Fidanakis, 2014), most notably Ilona Staller, a.k.a. 

Cicciolina, who proposed a solution to preempt the Gulf War by offering to sleep with 
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Saddam Hussein.  She served in the Italian parliament for five years from 1987-1992.  

Stephanie Gregory Clifford, a.k.a. Stormy Daniels, ran an aggressive fight against Sen. 

David Vitter in Louisiana for his incumbent seat but eventually lost and Mary Ellen 

Cook, a.k.a. Mary Carey, ran an unsuccessful but prominent bid for the California 

gubernatorial race when the recall effort of sitting Governor Gray Davis placed 

bodybuilder-turned-movie-star, Arnold Schwarzenegger, in the governor’s mansion in 

Sacramento (Spears, 2012).  While the notion of porn stars in politics initially seems 

laughable and nonsensical, from a postmodernist perspective where there are no divisible 

social boundaries and where the porn aesthetic has increasingly grown in value and 

esteem, porn stars running for office and being seen as properly trained would make 

sense. 

But, does involvement in porn or use of porn make women more powerful?  

Jennifer Johnson, a sociology professor and feminist researcher of online pornography, 

believes that the porn industry does not empower women, although it does appropriate 

that script by depictions of women who seem to break through traditional restrictive 

gender and sex roles that have controlled women and their sexual expression for eons.  

McNeill (2015) interviewed Johnson: 

. . . online pornography is dominated by an industry with economic interests in the 

control of women’s bodies, the sexual expression offered by the pornography 

industry is produced though a supply chain built on trade and disposal of other 

women’s bodies for male pleasure and profit.  The pornography industry does not 

emancipate women from restrictive sexual practices; instead it repackages sexual 
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control as a commercial product and markets it to women as a form of sexual 

choice.  Thus, online pornography presents dissonant messages to women - 

pornography is marketed to women as sexual empowerment but the content is 

violent and dehumanizing, particularly to the women who are in the industry. 

(para 9) 

Johnson believes that the porn industry is based solely on consumption in the pursuit of 

profit.  Appropriation of any cultural or ideological narrative that would generate further 

profit for them is justifiable.  From her viewpoint, women in porn films might appear 

emancipated but they are really not.  The overall reality is that in this kind of work, 

women are passed back and forth like props, victimized, exploited and used as disposable 

objects in the service of an industry whose sole interest is the pursuit of money and not 

social awareness or social advocacy.  Even though the overt dialogue or subliminal power 

dynamics might make it appear otherwise, the use of women in the consumptive 

economy of porn dictates that she maintains her ability to generate revenue or be 

discarded, regardless of whatever message of female empowerment her work was 

intended to represent. 

Additionally, Johnson argues that porn presents to society a form of sexual script; 

powerfully tantalizing to those who are sexually inexperienced, which reinforces 

pornographic codes of behavior into relational expectations of sexual social convention 

between males and females.  Internalized as realistic expectations, men engage in sex 

relying on porn as a heuristic of what they should expect in actual sexual encounters with 

women in real life (Sun, Bridges, Johnson, & Ezzell, 2016). 
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Such a script has been seen for decades, further contributing to the establishment 

of porn culture is the proliferation of sexually oriented video games. “Softporn 

Adventure” was a computer text game made in 1981 for use on the much defunct Apple 

II (Ellison, 2014).  This game was R rated and was the first real step towards commercial 

porn video gaming.  The genre achieved notoriety with its next chapter, the “Leisure Suit 

Larry” series, a graphical adventure game, where an awkwardly dressed, balding middle-

aged man tries to seduce women out of his category in exotic places and cosmopolitan 

environments.  The Larry series made inroads for computer game porn and ran for nearly 

23 years.  The game first became known for being merely lewd but later grew to become 

much more sexually explicit as the series progressed (Andreadis, 2014).  Blended adult-

oriented material with video began to trend following the Larry series with increasingly 

explicit intensity.  These games were based on the RPG (role playing game) platform on 

the notion of “participatory pornography”.  Via characters on screen, the player can have 

vicarious sexual encounters for as long as the player wishes to remain on keyboard.  As 

the years and innovation progressed, so did the visuals and the explicit nature of the game 

and its objectives, which is to have sex as often as possible with any female, willing or 

otherwise.  Currently, there are more than 750 adult-oriented sexually explicit games 

available for purchase or download (Best Porn Games, 2016). 

Regular, mainstream video games are also being co-opted for porn use by Internet 

artists sexually expanding the depth of the individual characters.  Characters in nonsexual 

mainstream video games are appearing in porn through the door of “fan art” (McKeand, 

2016).  Most strikingly is an interest in “Overwatch”, a squad-based multiplayer first-
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person shooter video game developed and marketed by Blizzard.  The computer-

generated armor-bearing characters operate in four gaming modes all related to military 

tactics.  Several of the strong female lead characters in the game have reappeared as fan 

art on the Internet in countless XXX rated scenes and positions.  Accessible to anyone, 

co-opted video games are pornified porn using software like Valve’s Source Filmmaker.  

This is software that anyone can download.  Games whose characters are strong in 

personality, like “Overwatch” are often target of people pirating scenes and recreating 

them in 3D animated porn platform (Grayson, 2016).  Internet game artist Tsoni, who has 

created sexualized clips of the leads explained, “I was drawn to do “Overwatch” porn 

because its character ooze, well, character” (Grayson, para 5).  “Overwatch” porn has had 

already 600,000 hits this current 2016 calendar year, a rise of 800% since the game first 

went beta (McKeand, 2016).  Blizzard has begun serving pirates of its characters with 

legal notices warning them of action if they do not take down their links (Furniss, 2016).  

But, action has been slow presumably because it generates buzz about the game and is 

free advertising. 

Business, entertainment, and technology all illustrate the fusion of porn as a now 

viable option to command ratings, increase commerce and exhibit culture.  Besides pop 

music videos that allowed X-rated material to emerge from the shadows into full public 

mainstream, other factors have assisted in the inculcation of porn as a valid genre of 

entertainment and self-expression and which further deepen things pornographic into the 

bedrock of society.  The accumulation of these factors and their effects on mainstream 

culture has much to do in shifts in ideology and in shifts in degrees of tolerance of 
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pornographic presence.  Sites like Craigslist, while not classified as porn sites, typically 

allow the inclusion of X-rated pictures of the person seeking companionship in the 

personal ads, either by showing fragmented nude body parts or graphic head-to-toe naked 

pictures in a full state of arousal (Cush, 2015).  Besides normalizing XXX photos and 

verbal discourse in personal ads, also known as “hookup ads”, studies have been done 

linking personal ads in Craigslist with an increased prevalence of HIV rates (J. Chan, 

2015) establish the reality that people do respond to these ads with the intent to seek out 

relationships, albeit temporary ones.  Craigslist is also notoriously known for running ads 

euphemistically seeking “models”, “out-call models” and “escorts” but these listings are a 

front for porn companies, large and small, wanting to maintain an air of legality and 

subtleness as they seek to recruit new talent to their studios (Huckabee, 2015).  The site 

has been highly criticized and found guilty of placing ads providing new sources of 

human trafficking to serve in the sex industry including, but not limited to, runaway 

children, abused women, and foreign women (Dixon, 2013). 

Human trafficking and prostitution have been linked to the porn industry 

(Weitzer, 2007a).  Perhaps one of the darkest sides of the effects of porn culture is the 

commercialization and trafficking of human beings, both male but mostly female, to 

serve in the sex industry.  Pornography is documented as being an instructional tool used 

to teach trafficked persons the kind of sexual encounters they will eventually perform as 

they are sold illicitly to perform sex (Bouche, 2009; Hughes, 2010; Lillie, 2014).  Many 

researchers also interpret pornography as being a gateway to the breakdown of inhibitions 

that brings a person to purchase another for sexual exploitation (Norris, 2013).  
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Researchers and social justice advocacy groups have also identified well-organized 

networks of child pornography and child trafficking in many major US cities (Cusak, 

2015).  This includes an underground network that runs children who are marketed to 

perform in child porn films (Lillie, para 3).  Weitzer (2011b) wrote that the typical 

monolithic paradigm of simple exploitation of women in sexual commerce no longer fits 

what is occurring in society.  He explained that there is now a “. . . polymorphous 

paradigm [which] holds that there is a broad constellation of work arrangements, power 

relations, and personal experiences among participants in sexual commerce” (p. 1338).  

The variables and factors that constitute Weitzer’s polymorphous paradigm are vast and 

include topics of the law, interstate commerce, and marketing.  The dynamics of this 

“broad constellation”, however, would include prostitution and forced participation in 

pornographic films and imagery.  This would encompass not only women but vulnerable 

men and children as well.  This paper argues that each variable related to human 

trafficking is eased by the pornification of culture and the resulting willingness to 

objectify women that comes from indulging in it.  Pornography then becomes an “abuse 

manual” (Jensen, p. 105) causing women to be seen as mere vessels of potential 

gratification as not as real human beings with rights and feelings.  The intersection of 

pornography and human trafficking presents another platform of research and exploration 

but this is beyond the scope of this paper. 

Society is further entrenched by porn culture by being the center point of lifestyle 

magazines that base their articles and photo spreads on the objectification of women.  

“Pre-porn” or “porn preparatory” magazines that fall under the category of “lad mags” 
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such as Maxim, Blender, Gear, Loaded, FHM, (For Him Magazine) and Stuff can occupy 

an entire shelf at newsstands and are marketed towards the young male market.  These 

publications earn their popularity by featuring spreads of almost naked shapely, pretty 

models and celebrities in teasing, inviting and compromising poses.  The general anchor 

article is a very prurient write-up on tips to please girls in the bedroom, relationship 

guidance, and related topics that titillate teen boys and young men.  Sometimes there are 

articles on “guy stuff” such as gadgets and technology but the most common feature in 

these magazines is articles on girls and how to perform sexually.  Maxim and many other 

related titles are common now in newsstands.  Martin Daubney, former editor of the 

British lad mag Loaded admitted his own publication pushed to the edge the fine line 

between lifestyle photography and adult material, serving as a disinhibiting gateway to 

more hardcore forms of pornography: “We were normalizing soft porn, and in so doing 

we must have made it more acceptable for young men to dive into the murky waters of 

harder stuff on the Internet.  And, for that, I have a haunting sense of regret” (2012, para 

10). 

Similarly, the concept of exhibitionism, core to the porn industry, tends to inform 

national well-publicized sex-oriented mega circuit parties across the country.  These 

kinds of rave festivals reinforce notions of a sexually liberated society.  Party-goers revel 

in a self-referential, surreal “orgiesque” world of hot designer underwear, unbridled 

sexual self-display and indiscriminate sex that masquerades as immediate intimacy, but 

absent is the adult overlay of acceptance of any real responsibility.  Circuit parties were 

initially linked to gay culture.  Although not the core component of gay culture, circuit 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

83 

parties appealed to those more taken by looks, parties, drugs, and public expressions of 

sexual behavior.   Circuits have grown to be much more accessible to heterosexuals as the 

popularity has increased.  Large circuit parties such as the Folsom Street Fair in San 

Francisco, Sizzle in Miami, and Black and Blue in Montreal which all cater to gay men; 

the White Party Palms Springs, which attracts gay and straight people, Dinah also in 

Palm Springs which caters to the Lesbian community and Burning Man in Nevada, 

typically an event attracting straight people, are all mega events which draw big 

celebrities and celebrity DJs.  These events cater to extreme lifestyle trends while 

blending sex, with drugs and rock n roll.  Circuit-goers wear very limited clothing, 

usually just bathing suits or briefs, to exhibit their bodies and attract possible sexual 

partners.  In San Francisco, the emphasis is on the leather community; Miami on Africa-

American men; in Palm Springs on muscle-bound men and centerfold-imaged women, or 

as in Dinah, on Lesbian women. 

The intense 24-hour DJ-spun dancing, in venues spread out across host cities is 

raucous.  Fueling the frenzy are big name celebrities and easily accessible club drugs 

such as Ecstasy and methamphetamine, which prompt the spectacle of permissive public 

outdoor sex (Brown, 2004).  Simulating sex acts or performing in acts of bondage is 

common at the San Francisco event and is not for the timid.  Circuits typically attract tens 

of thousands of people at each gathering and are so large that corporations underwrite 

them.  They help anchor the local economy with millions of dollars (Brown, para 13; 

Mahdawi, 2016) thus giving tacit political approval to their promotion, despite any 

activities that might contradict the standards of city values.  Circuit parties typically 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

84 

attach a social advocacy theme such as HIV prevention or STD awareness but invariably 

the availability of drugs and nonstop sex yield to the inner commands of narcissistic 

fleshy exhibitionism that demand to be externalized for public acknowledgement.  Of 

course, it would be incomplete to discuss large-scale events such as circuits without 

including the ultimate party based on porn, the Playboy Jazz Festival that over the years 

has attracted big-name musicians and seems to have succeeded in acquiring an air of 

sophistication and acceptability.  The festival is still, however, a party underwritten by 

pornographers, but few seem to balk at the notion that a magazine that has exploited 

women for decades is the major sponsor. 

Celebrity Exploitation of Porn 

Besides shifting ideological movements, advances in technology and the 

permeation of high visibility porn culture in society through entertainment, technology 

and lifestyle expressions, porn has crept into other corners of life making inroads in 

typical social conventions that serve as cultural artifacts and practices.  Intrusion into 

these areas seems unimaginable.  But, inroads have been paved that propel even further 

away the idea of porn being a fringe art genre procuring a closer degree of legitimacy. 

Expanding into more customarily non-sexual life activities, the presence of porn in these 

areas appears ridiculous but does seem to mimic or co-opt purpose. 

Celebrities seem to embrace porn as a gateway to further name recognition and 

potential opportunities for work in film and television. Many celebrities find themselves 

in the category of having a sex tape released for public consumption either intentionally 

or unintentionally.  Paris Hilton and Kim Kardashian, who typically feature on 
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entertainment news shows like “Access Hollywood”, launched their careers in reality 

television by first releasing a porn tape (Bitette, 2016).  Similarly, a tape was leaked of 

actor Rob Lowe in 1988 having sex with who appear to be a teenage female and an older 

but still very young woman (Brucculieri, 2015).  Since then, Lowe has gone on to star in 

television dramas, commercials, films and even the hit comedy series “Parks and 

Recreation” and has been on the cover of many entertainment and fashion magazines.  

Hilton and Kardashian are now household names and have recorded records, starred in 

their own reality television shows, and routinely appear on the covers of celebrity gossip 

magazines.  Clearly, the release of sex tapes did not hurt their career trajectories as some 

might have supposed.  Rather, the tapes seem only to have served to stimulate public 

interest. 

The popularity of the singing sensation The Pussycat Dolls known for putain 

inspired clothing, whorish make-up and hypersexual dancing to their hit single, “Don’t 

cha” written by Thomas Callaway and Anthony L. Ray in 2004, helped bring porn culture 

more into the living room.  In the lyrics, a very confident woman teases a man who 

wishes he could cheat on his girlfriend, but ultimately cannot leave her.  In the refrain, he 

is taunted by the lingerie-clad singers who remind him of the missed opportunity for 

super-hot non-committal sex by remaining with his girlfriend: “Don’t cha wish your 

girlfriend was hot like me, don’t cha wish your girlfriend was a freak like me . . .” 

(Callaway & Ray, 2004).  The raw image of these women is enduring and their lyrics are 

often used for placement in films and commercial advertising.  The persona of these 
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women, however, did not end with music video recordings; their name was used in a 

product launch into the world of children’s dolls. 

In the early 2000’s Hasbro released a very controversial doll concept aimed at the 

6-10-year-old market named “Pussycat Dolls”.  These dolls were designed after the style 

of “Bratz” dolls, made by MGA Entertainment, and were to be a more edgy competition 

for that doll line.  They were fashioned after the look of the singing group with 

exaggerated make-up, pouty, plumped lips, mid-drift revealing halter-tops and super 

short mini-skirts (Sunderland, 2016).  In 2007, the American Psychological Association 

barraged Hasbro with complaints for releasing this line of dolls.  Their claim was that 

children were being sexualized by exploiting their desire to “emulate older children who 

are already emulating adults” and rush to a false sense of physical and emotional maturity 

(Meyers, p. 39).  In response to the APA and other groups, Hasbro dropped production of 

the line.  But, before this, in 2005, a national television network, the CW, released a 

reality TV show “The Pussycat Dolls Present: The Search for the Next Doll”.  The basis 

for the show was a contestant search for the next possible member of the group.  This 

show aired in primetime and was packaged in the same social theme of female 

empowerment and female independence (Gillette, 2007) but was ultimately just another 

short-lived rag about finding the woman most willing to objectify herself by behaving, 

dressing, and performing in a depraved manner.  At this time, the sexualization of 

adolescence had also begun.  New terms like “tween”, an interim period between 

adolescence and adulthood, was devised to analyze the commercialization of highly 

sexualized clothing styles and make-up trends marketed towards teen girls, such as thong 
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underwear, and how this was limiting their development and socialization (Durham, 

20008; Krupnick, 2011; Bridges, Condit, Dines, Johnson, & West, 2015). 

The porn industry edged its nose under the tent several times in the last decade via 

the reality TV platform.  Porn took additional steps into the world of reality television 

programming with the creation of “Sex Factor”, a reality TV show where contestants 

compete for a huge cash prize plus a three-year contract with an established porn 

company.  “Sex Factor” (Yu & Effron, 2015) is based on showcasing men and women 

who have not yet appeared in the adult film business but who, like the contestants on 

“American Idol”, want to achieve instant celebrity and wealth by providing the most 

provocative and marketable as possible sexual performance on camera.  This show and 

others like it is based on the model of common people seeking their turn at instant wealth 

and celebrity stardom the porn world promises.  The success of the show has yet to be 

determined, but much like Rule 34, it was only a matter of time before the adult industry 

co-opted the reality television business model and pairs it with America’s obsession with 

the instant transition of being an unknown to overnight becoming a superstar. 

Attempts to Transform the Image of Porn 

Additionally, online porn sites have made attempts to philanthropize their image. 

Pornhub, one of the largest dispensing repositories of adult videos and video sharing, has 

added a new chapter in the book on social advocacy and philanthropically minded 

endeavors by creating the companion, gently named PornhubCares website.  Visitors to 

the site learn that in turn for a certain number of downloaded vids featuring especially 

endowed men, Pornhub will follow through with an environmental pledge to plant trees 
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and reforest woodlands (Grossman, 2014).  Pornhub will also contribute funds, as per 

ratio of downloads, to save-the-whales organizations (Larimer, 2016) and offer lucrative 

scholarships to college students (Castillo, 2015).  Pornhub even ventured into the world 

of college soccer and sponsored a University of Kent team in the UK and has attempted 

to persuade Italian pro-soccer league Corriere dello Sport to allow one of its team’s 

players suit up with the name Pornhub in bold letters on their jerseys as the team’s 

official sponsor (Peebles, 2015). 

To further step into areas atypical for this industry, Pornhub has begun offering 

gift cards, like those for sale in gift card display racks in chain grocery stores, for those 

with no time to shop or who are not sure not sure what to give that special someone on 

birthdays or holidays. Pornhub offers holiday gift cards (Parco, 2015) with a premium 

feature meaning that use of the card will link them to the desired sites without the 

unwanted peripheral advertising.  Buyers can gift, plastic credit card sized customizable 

cards complete with code and PIN numbers to friends or family who register with the site 

online and download whatever dollar amount indicated by the gift giver. 

Pornhub has also manifested its interest in helping Americans become less obese 

by launching “Bangfit”, an interactive “sexercise” site to help people burn calories by 

exercising in a in their favorite sexual positions (Crook, 2016).  Bangfit is a smartphone-

based interactive app that allows users to chart calories burned using an adjustable 

waistband that monitors performance through motion sensors by feeding data to the 

user’s smartphone (Whigham, 2016).  Bangfitters follow a scripted sexual exercise 

compare routine.  The program is gamefied through the app allowing partners to compare 
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post-coital calories burned.  The format of this game is not new.  It is based on the 

“Dance, Dance, Revolution” video arcade game popular among teenagers where players 

dance off to music on a platform stage that monitors foot rhythm as well as visual and 

kinesthetic acuity (Roberts, 2016).  The dance game measures exact matches to colored 

arrows on the platform stage and then charts and compares results.  The concept behind 

Bangfit is really a copy of that.  But, it is relevant to this paper as it is an extension of 

once again removing sex from its sacred context by reframing it as a category of video 

workout routine thus bracketing it once again as something casual, mundane, and perhaps 

even profane. 

Porn companies and porn websites, of course, continue to mutate their offerings.  

Other sites like Pornhub, such as Xhamster.com, Redtube.com, and Youporn.com.com 

are but a few of the many, many, many sites that offer free and for-a-fee online links of 

general porn stills and vids to web surfers catering as well as to persons with certain 

specific sexual fetishes and fixations.  Androcentric heteronormative material, such as the 

genre of “Playboy”, is abundantly found on the World Wide Web. But, variations of 

nonnormative alternative or “Indie” or “alt” porn are also vastly present. 

Indie sites allow typically underrepresented populations to have a place in 

netporn.  These sites include formats opposing and transcending the centerfold platform 

such as featuring persons with tattoos and piercings; vegans, “twinks” (young, non-

muscular men), MILF/DILF (moms/dads I’d like to [verb]), overweight people, bears 

(heavy-set men laden with body hair), and a seemingly endless list of many other 

categories and typologies.  Indie sites take “concept” porn, move it from the narrow 
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centerfold realm, and form a micro market and dualistic experience of adult material 

(Biasin, Maina, & Zecca, 2014).  Indie fans not only indulge in porn as a genre, but also 

indulge in nontraditional microsexual categories that give their own sense of “kink” a 

degree of social acknowledgement.  The latter is broken into many fragmented, self-

referential categories of fascination with identities, specific fetishes or specific individual 

body parts and reset the rules of what is considered standard pornographic fare (Jacobs, 

2007). Atypical porn physiques, such as chubby or anorexic, self-descriptions such as 

Vampire and Goth, and career identity such as military or policeman porn all represent alt 

communities and alt sites.  These categories can be paired with corresponding specific 

sex acts and specific genitalia or body parts.  Sites dedicated to them seem to 

communicate the social status of having “arrived” and in an indirect way, seem to 

unconsciously communicate legitimacy to marginalized nonnormative tendencies.  

Terranova (2000) considers Indie sites to be a form of research and development for the 

overall industry, with the latter mainstreaming the most successful Indie sites for wider 

distribution and financial gains. 

An incursion of porn into primarily innocent cultural venues seems to be 

expanding.  Among them are Hentai and Anime porn cartoons based on the Japanese 

adventure cartoon model, which typically feature children as the main characters, 

claymation porn, mimicking the Sunday morning clay cartoon shows of the 1970s, clown 

porn, granny porn, drone porn (featuring a “view from above shot by aerial remote-

controlled drones) and regrettably child porn in all of its destructive and exploitive 

capacities and categories.  The reality is that there are too many subcategories of porn to 
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name in any single piece of research.  Most of these are titles based on fragmented body 

parts or fragmented sexual practices or experiences.  It is likely that by the end of the 

reading of this paper, newer sites will have been uploaded and ready for business. 

Identity Construction and Consumerism 

In regards to how mainstream culture is defined, there is a crossover behavior 

stemming from people who view/viewed increasingly eroticized music videos and soft-

core adult cable channels as adolescents and as adults who display a resurfaced 

disinhibition and breakdown in shifts in acceptance of porn which manifest themselves in 

adult behavioral dynamics and sexual expectations (Layden, 2010).  These people seem 

to find no social issue with porn or equate it with potentially destructive personal 

behavior. 

A triumph of the porn world is the creation of a heuristic leading people to believe 

that identity can be technologically constructed and performed and reinforced by found 

audiences who acknowledge and reward the existence of the one being profiled.  This is 

easily illustrated by the “like” button that appears near a photo on the profile page of a 

social media site like Facebook or a geolocation app like Tinder or Grindr.  The profiled 

photos then become an extension of operant conditioning where the sum of identity 

creation conforms to rewards and acknowledgements offered by the viewer, a third party, 

from a third-person perspective.  The more a photo is liked, as per the running tally that 

usually accompanies the photo, the higher the likelihood that similar photos will be 

posted in the future. 
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Because of consumerism, the unconscious dynamics of youth culture become 

sewn into the dynamics of the mainstream.  Most prevalent of these dynamics in this 

paper is the notion of constructing identity based on pornographic iconography.  It is 

normalized in music videos, movies, song lyrics and powerfully portrayed by singers and 

performers whose work speaks to the power of identity construction through sexualizing 

the body.  This behavior is unlikely to fade.  As these generations of teens have grown 

into adulthood, they have carried the concept of postmodern normalization of sex with 

them.  Typical of this generation and time is a lack of stigma towards use of or 

capitalization of porn.  In fact, Duke University student, Belle Knox, catapulted herself 

into national news by unabashedly announcing the funding of her tuition by performing 

in porn films (Huckabee, 2015). 

The sexual visualization of self and private events through the lens of self-

commercialization and self-pornification is becoming more common and is reinforced not 

only operatively by the others who quantitatively “like” the shot, the web cam or the 

video, but also monetarily as it has now become common for people to augment their 

incomes through start-up businesses of homemade porn for profit (Goldman, 2008; 

Taylor, 2014; Tibbals, 2015).  Belle Knox is not alone.  EssexLad.com is a site that 

introduces adult marketing to the eager entrepreneur.  The site is ambitious and appeals to 

enterprising persons seeking instructions on how to earn money marketing their own 

talents and physical endowments.  Topics addressed on the site include how to become a 

webcam model, how to sell sex tapes online, how to produce porn, how to appeal to the 

gay market and in full self-referent fragmentary form, how to “use your penis to make 
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money”.  As of April 3, 2016, the site boasts 1713 Facebook fans, 27,956 Twitter 

followers and a fan count of 47,275 (Oli, 2015), which illustrate the operant impetus for 

the site to continue and the public enthusiasm to learn this trade. 

Porn has also presented to society crossover artists who made their name in the 

porn business but whom are now recognizable names featuring in regular movies and 

television programming.  Traci Lords, née Nora Louise Kuzma, a 1980’s hard-core porn 

starlet was the first to make this transition.  More contemporarily, James Deen, né Bryan 

Matthew Sevilla, is often subject to articles in Politico and Drudge Report as well as 

national news stations for controversies related to his violent and forceful treatment of 

women in adult movies on and off camera and the legal debate about condom use in adult 

films (Chang, Yu, & Effron, 2015; Hod & Verhoen, 2016).  Deen is renowned, not for 

touting the stereotypical hypermuscular male porn star physique, but for being thin-

framed and having proverbial “boy-next-door” facial appeal.  His career is prolific, 

having featured in over 2000 adult films garnering him many AVN awards (porn 

“Oscars” offered by the Adult Video Network) for specific fragmented sex scenes.  He is 

known in the porn industry to have helped disequate porn from prostitution establishing it 

as a legal form of sex work (Grinberg, 2015). 

Onscreen, his name and films are associated with “rough” sex.  Off-screen, he has 

been hit with vehement allegations of rape of former girlfriends and work colleagues 

(Clark-Flory, 2015; Drucker, 2015; Chan, 2016).  Rape porn as a sub categorical genre, 

and the use of importune force against women in pornographic films, is alarmingly 

common (Russell, 1998).  Makin & Morczek (2015) referred to rape porn as a “gendered 
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microagression” against women.  The violence and frequent occurrence of Deen’s alleged 

rape behavior, however, do not appear to be dimming his iconic shine in the 

contemporary porn industry.  Other production studios eager to capitalize from his edgier 

new public reputation have replaced partnerships that blacklisted him as a response to the 

rape allegations.  Contrarily, the buzz around rape and sexual assault seem to have 

propelled his image, allowing him to thrive as an actor and acquire more work than the 

period prior to any trenchant allegations made public (Clark-Flory, 2016; Squires, 2016). 

In unknowing postmodern fashion, he is frequently invited to lecture at college seminars 

on sexuality and the adult film industry and has stretched his appeal to raise money for 

breast cancer awareness.  Attention paid to crossover porn stars seems to validate and 

normalize this category of work by helping porn be interpreted as a more normal avenue 

of career development. 

A final example of the prevailing backdrop of porn culture will serve as a 

transition into the research purposes of this paper.  As discussed above, James Deen is 

among a pantheon of immortal porn icons in American culture.  His name and influence 

are financially powerful.  His current work portfolio includes many adult productions in 

progress but also includes the hyperreal reality TV show “James Deen Loves Food” a 

cooking series highlighting his love and addiction for food.  His topics are atypical and 

his approach ultra-postmodern.  Several episodes exploit his own body, displaying him in 

hyperreal self-referent context in his suburban kitchen cooking completely sans clothes 

(Dean, 2013).  Although the site of a naked man standing close to a hot stove frying 

bacon makes a guy reflexively flinch, the sight is befuddling enough to maintain interest. 
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In his cooking show, he presents as handsome, blue collar, personable and interestingly 

offbeat in a “frat bro” kind of style. 

But, as the postmodern work-a-day facade and phallic references become more 

unmistakable, a stupor of thought sets in.  An unsettling feeling of discomfort permeates 

the mental landscape as the mind processes a subtle, unconscious running subtext 

between the offbeat food themes and the corresponding monologue.  In a typical show, he 

walks his viewers through the most useful ingredients to find in a dumpster dive or 

through the food prep of the last meal of a serial killer (Silman, 2013).  Unassuming 

viewers might not consciously perceive it, but the material gives pause to stir and startle.  

The unspoken message is that this cocky bachelor who prepares offbeat foods is the same 

man who is routinely filmed choking a woman while holding her down against her will, 

smiles, and then sodomizes her.  Only in a postmodern world could entertainment fit for 

marketing include an innocent setting such as a cooking show hosted by a rapist. 

Theoretical Stance 

It is within the social milieu of porn culture, that this paper examines the 

difficulty of a person addicted to porn to be able to step away from it.  By the 

aforementioned and many other variables, it seems that modern culture has accepted porn 

as a constant in public expression or at the very least; the influence of porn is used as a 

basis for other brackets of media and entertainment.  It is important, though, to admit 

openly that there is a certain philosophical and therapeutic stance that needs to be 

clarified before proceeding with this paper and its corresponding study.  It would be most 

in line with postmodern thinking to attempt to offer a register of neutrality towards this 
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material and its effects on consumers; basing this neutrality on the idea that pornography 

is but a simple reflection of the inner truths of the people who make it and the people who 

consume it.  Postmodernism would categorize these truths and their corresponding rights 

to freedom of expression, as equally valid as truths expressed in more normative ways.  

Porn would be but one of many truths that could be embraced by people in a 

postmodernist world.  But, because of the liberal ideology eased by postmodernism, porn 

can exist as a possible truth and not as the pariah it was once considered to be (McNair, 

2013).  However, this paper proceeds from the point of view that porn is addictive and 

carries a potential personal and collective health hazard. 

An acceptance of many factors is necessary for porn to be considered a 

manifestation of truth in the contemporary cultural landscape.  Political, economic, 

social, and sexual mores, matters of commerce and wage earning, the role of the media in 

its relation to the expanding definition of culture, and the expansive growth of technology 

have made this material available to many who otherwise would not be plagued by it.  All 

these factors intertwine and intersect to bring porn to the cultural status it now carries 

(Dines, 2010).  But, it is exactly that.  Pornography is a plague and the porn industry is 

but a wolf in sheep’s clothing offering something that is outwardly appealing but is 

nevertheless exploitive and inwardly destructive to consumers and to society.  However, 

porn cannot be rejected from the category of good and healthy simply because its 

presentation can engender a strong negative visceral reaction in people who are opposed 

to it or who are unaccustomed to it.  A firm basis for the rejection of the consumption of 
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porn, and for its designation as an unhealthy behavior, is necessary before launching any 

studies seeking to isolate and identify the best ways to treat addiction to it. 

Formal Declaration Against Porn 

Eberstadt & Layden (Layden, 2010) issued a formal statement warning society 

about porn and the corresponding corrosive, damaging effects on individuals and on 

culture.  They wrote in a statement on their findings: 

More studies are necessary, but a growing body of research strongly suggests that 

for some users pornography can be psychologically addictive, and can negatively 

affect the quality of interpersonal relationships, sexual health and performance, 

and social expectations about sexual behavior.  Widespread pornography 

consumption appears to pose a serious challenge to public health and to personal 

and familial well-being. (p. 3) 

Sponsored by the Witherspoon Institute in Princeton, NJ, these researchers 

examined interdisciplinarity and included conclusions from among a variety of research 

academics such as sociologists, economists, lawyers, psychologists, medical doctors, 

home economists, marriage and family therapists, philosophers, ethicists and religious 

scholars, physiologists, and political scientists (Layden, pp. 55-61).  Each academic 

corroborated the researchers’ findings by being a signatory to the statement. Eberstadt & 

Layden elucidated in eight general categories, reasons why humanity should be 

concerned about the proliferation of porn in individual human psychological development 

and on collective society.  These eight categories provide a basis explaining why society 
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and the therapeutic community should consider porn to be a health hazard.  Briefly stated, 

their conclusions are: 

1. The Internet serves as a global porn consumption tool allowing porn to be 

accessible to vast segments of world populations who indulge in it “sporadically, 

inadvertently, or [more] chronically than ever before” (p. 15).  The Internet allows 

low-cost unfettered access to a limitless supply of X-rated imagery (Haney, 

2006).  In 2008, Eberstadt & Layden documented that each second, 28,258 people 

online were searching for Internet pornography (Layden, p. 14).  A Time 

magazine article reported that in 2015, more than 100,000,000 Internet users 

searched for pornography in the United States alone (Luscombe, 2016). 

2. Porn has qualitatively and quantitatively evolved into more hardcore forms of 

presentation (McNeill, 2015).  As randomly evidenced by sites such as 

FistingCentral.com and LatinaAbuse.com, the content of porn has shifted away 

from simple centerfold layouts and has grown to be increasingly more tolerant of 

violent and dehumanizing portrayals of sex.  Via the Internet, there are 

qualitatively more severe presentations of porn.  Quantitatively, there are millions 

of porn sites easily available with almost effortless access (Stoner, 2009).   

3. Internet porn is particularly harmful to women’s image and to women in general.  

Sudden and protracted feelings of marital betrayal, deep mistrust and anger are 

linked to a partner’s use of porn (Bridges, Bergner, & Hesson-McInniss, 2003; 

Stack, Wasserman, & Kern, 2004; Zitzman & Butler, 2005, 2009; Manning, 

2010).  Social isolation, self-blame and partner hypervigilance are also frequently 
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associated emotional reactions (Reid, Carpenter, Draper, & Manning, 2010).  The 

researchers quoted Manning (2010) who described the effects of porn on women 

in more categorical terms: 

Because of modern trends in pornography consumption and production, 

sexualized media, sex crime, sexually transmitted diseases, online sexual 

predators, internet dating services, and sexualized cyber bullying, the woman of 

today lives in a world more sexually distorting, daunting, and aggressive than ever 

before, and at earlier ages in her development than ever before (p. 35). 

Adolescent girls also suffer from feelings of great confusion and injustice because 

of the influence porn has on boyfriend expectations (McNeill, 2015).  Luscombe 

(2016) reported: “ . . . [girls] are not immune to growing up in a culture rife with 

this content [porn].  Teen girls increasingly report that guys are expecting them to 

behave like porn starlets, encumbered by neither body hair nor sexual needs of 

their own.” (p. 42) 

4. Children are harmed by the proliferation of adult websites (Bourke & Hernandez, 

2009).  Children are also prone to internalizing an inaccurate and unrealistic 

depiction of adult sexual intimacy.  This causes their mindset to create deformed 

expectations of current and future sexual involvement (Ward, 2003).  Although 

not adequately quantified, it is common knowledge among law enforcement 

officials that persons seeking child pornography can find it on the Internet in file 

sharing communities where imagery is shared electronically between users (Steel, 

2008).  
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5. Internet pornography is harmful to those who create it, very often exposing 

performers to psychological harm, drug abuse, sexual exploitation, rape, physical 

violence (Mason-Grant, 2004; Weiss, A., 2012; Siggins, 2014; McNeill, 2015), 

exposure to unsafe sexual practices and coliform bacterial infections and STDs 

(Weiss, A., 2012; Hilton, 2013; McNeill, 2015).  In fact, a 2012 study by 

Rodriguez-Hart, Chitale, Rigg, Goldstein, Kerndt, & Tavrow found that of 168 

adult film participants 28% of the actors reported having an STD. 

6. Men, who indulge in Internet pornography experience adverse side effects, 

notably decreased commitment to relationships and decreased intimate partner 

communication (Bergner & Bridges, 2002; Maddox, Rhoades, & Markman, 2011; 

Lambert, Negash, Stillman, Olmstead, & Fincham, 2012).  Paradoxically, men 

who use porn can suffer from sexual side effects of impotence and decreased 

satisfaction with real-life relationships (Wolf, 2003; Doidge, 2007; Voon, Mole, 

Banca, Porter, Morris, Lapa, Karr, Harrison, Potenza, & Irvine, 2014; Luscombe, 

2016). 

7. The use of pornography generates philosophical and moral concerns for the 

public.  Eberstadt & Layden reported that the overall rationalization for the 

existence and use of pornography is “philosophical libertarianism” (Layden, p. 

41) pointing to the notion that even if porn is morally wrong, people nonetheless 

have a right to it.  There is a negative quality at the core of porn consumption that 

is “intrinsically wrong.” (p. 41) Even though an individual might be hard pressed 

to identify any external harm caused by its consumption, the hazardous potential 
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to mental health and to relationships as outlined in points 1-6 corroborates with 

Scruton’s conclusion (2009) that porn consumption constitutes a “great social 

disease” (para 2).  It has also been more recently labeled a public health crisis by 

researchers and even by the state legislature of Utah (Dines, 2016). 

8. Pornography should be regulated because it has the potential of harming 

individuals not choosing to be directly involved with it.  This is like the notion of 

“second-hand smoke” or smoke inhalation by persons not choosing to light up but 

who develop illness merely because they are juxtaposed to those who do.  

Furthermore, there is a significant positive correlation between violent content in 

porn and acts of verbal and physical sexually related aggression (Hilton & Watts, 

2011; Hallowell, B, 2012; Stanley, Barter, Wood, Aghtaie, Larkins, Lanau, & 

Overlien, 2015; Wright, Tokunga, & Kraus, 2016). 

In addition to the variables of ideology and culture, which have contributed to the 

expansion and use of porn, the politics and finances behind porn and its preferred 

delivery system need also be examined more deeply as variables that exacerbate an 

addiction to porn (Grebowicz, 2013). Buzzell (2005) reported that technology facilitates 

both access to and use of porn.  The Internet is the primary purveyor of porn across the 

globe (Layden, 2010).  Although Eberstadt & Layden do not openly include this in their 

statement, additional studies indicate that the widespread availability of porn over the 

Internet has caused online sex-seeking behavior to be a severely addictive contemporary 

health problem (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2005; Young, 2008; Laier & Brand, 2014) and that 

the physiological dependency created by Internet porn addiction parallels symptomology 
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in other behavioral addictions and in substance addiction (Snagowski, Wegmann, Pekal, 

Laier, & Brand, 2015). 

In an interview with Gary Wilson, a Southern Oregon State University biology 

professor, and creator of yourbrainonporn.com, a support site dedicated to helping people 

out of porn addiction, Luscombe (2016) reported: 

Porn trains your brain to need everything associated with porn to get aroused.  

That includes not only the content but the delivery method.  Because porn videos 

are limitless, free and fast, users can click to a whole new scene or genre as soon 

as their arousal ebbs and thereby condition their arousal patterns to on-going ever 

changing novelty. (p. 44) 

Wilson’s identification of “limitless, free and fast” as variables related to the 

potential addictive nature of porn could easily be interpreted as motivations, explaining 

the experience of many people who seek porn on the Internet.  Earlier, Cooper (2000) 

identified accessibility, affordability and anonymity as being variables related to 

addiction to Internet porn.  These factors are sometimes referred to as the “Triple A” 

engine that drives compulsive porn use.  While the Triple A engine seems to be a 

collection or readily understandable variables, they are quite complex and are comprised 

not of casual elements but reflect deeply held unconscious psychodynamic factors as well 

as exploit current sociocultural trends in technology and in business. 

Access to porn is tremendously facilitated by the incredible expansion of Internet 

friendly devices such as smartphones, tablets, and laptop computers.  The presence of 

technology is ubiquitous.  It requires little imagination to accept the statistics that 43% or 
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3.2 billion people are now online and linked in at some point in time during the day to at 

least one of their devices (Aikens, 2016).  Thus, for people who struggle with PA, access 

to porn is just a few clicks or swipes away.  Turning on a device and accessing a porn site 

can be achieved in a matter of only a few seconds.  It can be assumed that as technology 

becomes more advanced, equal if not greater access to trouble sites will remain in place. 

Anonymity seems to amplify the ease of access to porn because the need to 

venture to stores to acquire porn is now obviated by home computer use.  In addition to a 

perceived sense of privacy, Aikens (2016) a forensic cyberpsychologist, queried why 

normal rational people who typically practice restraint in their real-life encounters make 

the jump from healthy social convention to spending hours immersing themselves in 

unhealthy distorted forms of sexuality so often portrayed in hard-core pornographic sites?  

She explored the perceived anonymity by which someone who is by nature calm and 

collected in interpersonal relations can suddenly become emboldened in their lack of 

boundaries by perusing egregious X-rated sites where performers exhibit no boundaries. 

Her work is preceded by Suler (2004) who identified a disinhibitive effect the 

cyber world has on users and pointed out how perceived variables of dissociative 

anonymity, invisibility, dissociative imagination, asynchronicity, solipsistic introjection 

(or the sense that one has merged with the online person or image) and minimization of 

authority all interact to create a profound delusion of anonymity (p. 321).  Suler named 

this behavior “online disinhibition effect” (ODE).  Aikens extended Suler’s theory and 

added that a predisposition to a certain kind of online behavior, once logged on, will 

increase the tendency to escalate that behavior.  Hence, once perusing a kind of site, the 
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search for more extreme material becomes amplified and described by a behavior she 

coined as “online escalation” (2016).  Her theory is that technology can exacerbate 

predispositions to certain behaviors, even if latent in everyday discourse.  Both online 

disinhibition effect and online escalation feed the idea that people can peruse unhealthy 

sites wantonly and anonymously on the Internet without regard to any real-life in-person 

interactive personality variables that might restrain them in normal social encounters.  

This results in web surfers behaving in a way online they wouldn’t normally consider in 

real life.  Hence, people online can distance themselves from their normal personality 

constitution and thus feel less vulnerable to any repercussions due to behaviors not 

typically associated with their in-person identity.  This perceived sense of anonymity is a 

powerful variable in helping understand the constellation of factors that create PA. 

The affordability of porn and the low to zero cost of acquiring it aggravates the 

sense of anonymity users feel as they consider logging on to view it.  How porn is so free, 

though, is another level of this behavior that needs to be examined.  Pornographers 

ultimately make money by offering explicit images that trigger curiosity, lust, and erosion 

of personal restraint and take advantage tremendously of online disinhibitive effect and 

online escalation.  The financial and commercial aspects of the porn industry, however, 

have suffered a form of upheaval since the advent of free sites. 

Marketing Porn 

Porn sites received consumer attention by offering very short video clips, similar 

to loops, of sometimes only 8-10 seconds long.  It was common to see segments of an 

incomplete story line.  The goal was to entice viewers to linger on the site and later pay 
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for the full feature film to fill in the gaps.  Later, as competition between sites intensified, 

longer video clips were offered.  Free sites could be free because the still images or short 

video clips contained on the various pages invariably contained links to other pay sites.  

If a customer were to purchase a pay-per-view film on a linked site, the original site 

would receive a finder’s fee.  This was initially how a site would generate revenue.  The 

stills and clips were intended to be a teaser.  But, the equation of generating revenue on 

porn sites is no longer as simple as this.  There are many forms of competition in the 

online porn industry.  Most of them offer something for free but much of it is pirated 

clips that were commercially made by other companies then stolen and uploaded on other 

sites as if the host site were the original creator and producer (Ventre, 2009; Pinsker, 

2016).  This business dynamic amplifies the addictive nature of the material, as there 

seems to be less reason to click out of sites if the material is free. 

The free nature of vids on porn sites also has psychological and physiological 

components.  When a porn surfer begins to lose [his] state of arousal because of 

overexposure and tolerance to a site, the arousal can be re-upped at no cost by simply 

clicking onto another free site with material edgy enough to regain arousal and erection.  

As Wilson pointed out, there are unlimited free sites with lots of long video clips that are 

easily accessed, thus allowing the viewer to maintain the sense of arousal necessary to 

eventually reach orgasm if [his] sense of arousal were to start to wane. 

The experience of logging on to a porn site is like being caught in hyperreal 

machine gun crossfire.  No sooner does a web surfer log on to one page then 

instantaneously dozens of other competing sites spring to the center of the screen.  This is 
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a marketing technique known as “spamming” and is exploited by bot software that 

attempts to draw a viewer’s attention away from the current site and entice them to an 

alternate pay-per-view site and surrender credit card information (Olson, 2014).  This 

reality also seems to challenge Cooper’s belief (2000) that porn use is anonymous.  Even 

though there may not be physical eyes on the user, it seems that communication between 

sites identifying the preferences of the user is a matter of common practice.  This is not 

new.  Advertising companies often mail out “value pack” envelopes of adds that come in 

postal mailers, which contain a stack of coupons representing companies offering 

services the recipient might seek.  Such mailers arrive in the mailbox for free.  One 

envelope might contain between 30-40 coupons.  The initial mailing comes from the ad 

company such as “Open the Neighborhood!” or “Valpak” but the extra coupons the 

consumer might use ride “piggyback” on an anchor ad.  This is the same as porn sites that 

quickly whisk the viewer away to additional sites the viewer might find appealing.  

Establishing this pre-knowledge of what a consumer might buy nullifies any true sense of 

privacy, rendering the belief of anonymity in porn use as more of a delusion than a real 

practice.  Wallace (2011) described his own experiences of surfing porn sites: 

There you are, Porn Surfer, Googling your way to a little adult material-you 

know, a little plain-vanilla, middle-of-the-road grown up content when, wham, 

you’ve dropped acid and been astrally projected into a triple-X pachinko parlor. 

One minute you’re trawling for a simple NSFW [not safe for work] 

divertissement, and the next you’re in a free-fall through this insane, cross-linking 

wilderness—of-mirrors chaos of pop-ups and pop-unders, portals and paysites.  
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And, wait, why is someone named Jasmin talking to you in that browser window 

that just opened, as if you’d accidentally paid for a live cam show?  Even after 

you figure out that she’s a canned come-on for a streaming site, you’re still 

befuddled.  You click on an image, only to find yourself being shuttled from one 

site to another, unsure of what’s free and what’s not, what’s a destination and 

what’s merely a billboard for one, who’s an amateur and who’s a pro, who owns 

what and how it’s all connected.  You start to nurse a deep suspicion that there’s 

more going on here that you can see-that there is some intricate, invisible web of 

revenue-sharing and traffic-trading and content-licensing at work.  Which, of 

course, there is. (para 6) 

The beginning of the 21st century was a financial bonanza for the porn world.  The 

Internet created a treasure trove for the porn industry and the money flowed freely reeling 

in figures beyond imagination.  The easy flow of money, however, altered course in 2005 

with the advent of YouTube, a site where people upload their own homemade movies and 

clips for others to watch for free.  Not surprisingly, a knock-off of YouTube was 

launched a year later. On YouPorn, people began to upload homemade porn films 

accessible to others with the same free format.  People now had a vehicle to become their 

own postmodern, hyperreal self-referential porn stars.  Money was earned not from 

memberships or subscriptions or links to watch a full feature, but from banner 

advertisements placed on the site. 

Following the model of YouPorn format, XTube, RedTube, GayTube, PornTube 

and a host of other tubes sites, amateur porn enthusiasts created a competitive platform 
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hitting hard at the financial profits of the mainstream porn industry (Ogas & Gaddam, 

2012).  Tube sites earned revenue by offering for-pay membership to the originating site 

from the individual video clip.  Creating porn was still lucrative but not as much as it was 

previously.  Piracy, at a cost of about 2 billion dollars a year (Pinsker, 2016), became a 

contentious issue for porn makers wishing to stay afloat financially amidst the 

competition.  To make money, the free tube sites needed to be reined in and aggregated 

under one umbrella, thus creating porn trafficking centers such as Mindgeek, where free 

tube sites were acquired for a fee and where material is consolidated under a giant 

conglomerate and where revenues are shared. 

Michael Medved, a syndicated conservative radio talk show host, interviewed 

Will Ryder, (pronounced “Will-Ride-Her”) né Jeff Mullins, a Los Angeles-based porn 

director, who called in to the show to discuss his frustration about the origin and 

abundance of free porn on the Internet: 

Will Ryder: The strangest thing people do not realize is that in porn, the industry 

really regulated itself quite well beginning at 18 and above for decades, and what 

happened along the way, is when the United States government turned a blind eye 

to copyright infringement protection, it opened up all these European companies 

coming in to the US and flooding the market with pirated porn which is you know 

basically stolen from production companies around here.  That’s why the industry 

is in a shambles and while I think the government originally did a good thing by 

trying to get rid of the porn companies by saying “hey we’ve been fighting them 

for 30 years on obscenity charges and haven’t been able to really win and now 
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they are going out of business, you know good luck fellas” they turned a blind 

eye. 

Michael Medved: That’s fascinating, what you are saying.  Let me see if I can 

understand your basic point.  What you are saying is that the government doesn’t 

enforce copyright or anything like that for pornography right? 

Will Ryder: Correct. 

Michael Medved: And so as a result  . . . I’d heard that . . . it is interesting because 

there are these two counterintuitive things.  On the one hand you hear about more 

porn addiction and more and more people addicted to porn and on the other hand 

you hear about the fact that the porn industry is supposed to not be in such salad 

days right now.  The industry is losing money? 

Will Ryder: The industry is basically a shell of itself, I would say in the last five 

years, production is down by 80% and now your audience might applaud that and 

say “Good! We don’t need it!”  But, what it did is it opened the flood gates for 

these companies that came in, that pirated, that aren’t checked by the government 

that don’t keep records, that just put it up there on places like Pornhub and all the 

places that audiences who watch porn go to.  The industry doesn’t get any money 

from that, which is fine nobody cares about that except the industry, but the point 

I am trying to make is that it made it available to 12 year-old boys. 

Michael Medved: Is part of this also people posting stuff privately, just people 

doing stuff at home? 
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Will Ryder: Yeah, there’s user generated but that is a lie, they have thousands of 

employees pirating clips, putting up clips.  It’s a shell game; you know we send 

out letters to them on a weekly basis.  There’s thousands of companies that do 

that.  We send notices that say, “Take down our clip” but two days later its up on 

another one of their sites.  And these sites get millions of views.  But what it has 

done Michael is that it [has] made porn accessible to young kids.  Whereas before 

they needed to get creative and maybe go to a bookstore and buy something they 

could sneak past the clerk, you know things that people in your audience would 

remember doing back in the 60’s and 70’s and maybe the early 80’s. 

Michael Medved: You know, this is one of those things where, is this one of those 

issues where if government would simply do a better job at enforcing existing 

law, it could help deal with some of this problem? 

Will Ryder: Michael, let me tell you and I’m not here to be an advocate or a 

defendant but the porn industry for decades it did a fantastic job of keeping porn 

in the hands of 18 and above, websites you had to have age verification you had 

to have a credit card, all kinds of things and then when the free porn came in they 

didn’t care who was watching it . . . (Medved, 2016) 

Legal Realities of Porn Marketing 

The idea that the proliferation of porn has been allowed because the government 

turned a blind eye to copyright infringement is curious and deserves examination.  

Copyright cases involving porn companies have failed to receive copyright protection 

because the work product has traditionally involved practices that contradict laws 
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prohibiting any kind of sex for sale (Johnson, 2012; Masnik, 2012).  Furthermore, porn 

has historically run afoul of the copyright clause in the US Constitution.  Article I, 

Section 8, Clause 8 was written to protect and “promote the progress of science or of 

useful arts”. 

Historically, pornographers have failed to demonstrate they establish any kind of 

promotion of science or useful arts.  They have, therefore, not received copyright 

protection because the work product is believed to run contrary to the parameters of law. 

Thus, porn films have little constitutional protection.  It seems that if material were not 

eligible for copyright protection, then the act of pirating it would have little legal 

repercussion.  The latter is not exactly true as many pornographers place extortion-like 

lawsuits against people who download their material pirated from nonaffiliated sites 

(Friedman, 2014).  However, the fact that pornographic materials do not enjoy copyright 

protection seems to be a factor in the decision of website managers to post pirated films 

made by others onto their websites.  Because the material isn’t copyright protected, porn 

pirates do not seem to sense any risk.  In this regard, Ryder’s accusation that the 

government seems to have inadvertently colluded in the dissemination of free porn by not 

protecting matters of copyright seems to help explain why there is such an abundance of 

it. 

In addition to tube sites, amateur self-styled porn stars began to upload their own 

links and websites, drawing people in initially with teaser stills and clips but also offering 

a membership link for die-hard fans to bookmark the page and return to it to see their 

favorite amateur star in new shoots, clips.  Live cam sites also began to appear which 
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allowed home entrepreneurs to interact with interested parties online for a fee.  Live cams 

are distinct from other forms of pornography because of the difficulty in pirating live 

sessions (Wallace, 2012).  Peer-to peer file sharing, (P2P), such as eDonkey, Bittorrent or 

Gnutella, are a form of interpersonal file exchange and allow users to share and post 

downloaded movies and videos similar to computer-to-computer file sharing of music 

that made Napster famous in the 1980’s (Snyder, 2012).  Cybersocial communities of 

P2P users seeking porn can coalesce around a fetish and reinforce the interest and 

behavior (Suler, 2015).  In addition to regular movies and TV programming, porn is often 

uploaded and downloaded for free in kink-specific P2P file sharing (Paasonen, 2011).  

Porn in P2P file sharing has been estimated to account for as high as 18% of all P2P 

activity (Schulze & Mochalski, 2009).  It is important to note that in none of the above-

mentioned business schemes is there any restriction from site entry based on age. 

Credit card possession serves as an age screening tool is missing on most of these 

sites.  Previously, possession of a valid credit card or debit card was a sufficient 

screening tool to filter a minor’s use of adult websites (Chun, 2006).  But, it is no longer 

necessary to have a credit card to view stills and clips because most sites have an 

abundance of clips for free.  An age-verification link is often included on these sites 

warning people that they are about to enter an adult page.  The link allows the viewer to 

self-identify as being at least 18 years old and that by pressing “I understand” or “I am 

18”, the person consents to being exposed to adult content.  However, there is no way to 

authenticate the age verification link and it is likely that minors self-report as being of 
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age merely to gain access to sexual content.  These factors seem to corroborate Ryder’s 

assertion that free porn is more easily accessible to children than it used to be. 

Expansion of Technoporn 

Many kinds of porn film and fetish-specific porn sites and file-sharing 

communities exist.  Beyond typical heteronormative porn, fringe sites and communities 

focusing on specific fetishes, fixations and neuroses exist because of public interest in 

them and the kind of fantasy they offer.  Their continued existence speaks to their 

inherent profitability.  An example of this is StraightGuysForGayEyes.com where 

straight men are filmed having sex with women but from the camera angle of a gay man 

as viewer.  The site offers explicit clips of both the male and female but from the 

perspective of the male body being more prominently displayed.  Similarly, Oedipal 

issues resonate in “mom” sites like MyFriend’sHotMom.com, which offers films of 

young men having sex with mother or mother-aged women.  These sites, like hundreds of 

thousands of others, sexualize unconscious dimensions of personality.  They are 

financially lucrative and generate sales by first offering free teaser clips.  Of course, the 

site must first get the viewer’s foot through the door via free short video clips but later 

the option to see the entire shoot becomes available for a fee. 

Porn pages have become almost like a neighborhood shopping mall, housing links 

to many sites under one roof.  Individual links consolidated onto one page grew to be 

referred to as “thumbnail” and later “movie” galleries.  The Hun, Pornrabbit.com and 

Homostuds are examples of thumbnail galleries that look more like a sexual menu of 

interface text links and movie clips all speaking to specific fetishes or fragmented sexual 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

114 

acts, all located on one convenient page.  As bandwidth grew to hold more data, the 

picture galleries, while still available, began to be changed out for more edgy video 

galleries giving the user a more extreme exposure to sexual behavior. 

Each day, new links are vetted and posted.  It is even possible to go back to past 

days and years to review archived material based the name of the specific site, the general 

category of material it displays, the date of posting and the specific porn star.  If a web 

surfer were to click on one of the links, regardless of the date it was posted, the affiliate 

who put up the page would receive a small fee and a larger one if the surfer were to buy a 

subscription to the larger porn company that created the clip (Wallace, 2012).  That 

upload could then be further spread by traffic that drops malware onto vulnerable 

computers identifying the owner as a consumer interested in a certain kind of porn 

(Mims, 2010).  In this regard, the larger porn companies use amateurs, entrepreneurs, and 

traffic brokers to generate advertising for their pay sites.  As the payout of money began 

to transform, pay site porn companies began to employ more business savvy techniques 

such as bot software that compete with the current on-screen page by automatically 

intertrafficking the viewer to similar sites.  While there is deep anger in the porn 

community over the existence of amateur sites, there is also an interconnectedness and 

interreliance between amateurs and professionals who eventually share revenues. 

File and traffic sharing might appear to some to be merely matters of business and 

innovations in business acumen.  However, the combination of free, fast and easy access 

to explicit imagery, the panoply of immediate and unignorable pop-up and pop-under 

windows combined with free tours and convenient click-throughs as well as file sharing 
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creates a map towards finding the perfect object of masturbatory consummation.  If 

conditioned, this techno-salad creates a perfect storm of potential addiction.  Many adults 

and especially children do not possess the ego strength to resist this combination of 

variables and are unable to step away from the highly tantalizing sexual imagery, 

especially when reinforced by orgasm.  Adolescents in particular are susceptible to 

cognitive distortions around sex (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2005; Sussman, 2007; Sabina, 

Wolak, & Finkelhor, 2008; Tsitsika, Critselis, Kormas, Konstantoulaki, Constantopoulos 

& Kafetzis, 2009; Owens, Behun, Manning, & Reid, 2012; Sylvester & Thomson, 2016).  

Teenagers who view porn tend to believe their sexual lives must play out the way sex is 

constructed in pornography (Amsden, 2003; Haggstrom-Nordin, Hanson, & Tyden, 2005; 

Kraus & Russell, 2008; Brown & L’Engle, 2009; Peter & Valkenburg, 2006; Braun-

Corville & Rojas, 2009; Peter & Valkenburg, 2010; Orenstein, 2016).  The limits of 

teenage psychological and cognitive maturity and the limits of teens to exercise restraint 

are no match for the constant bombardment of highly provocative images of nudity and 

sex acts.  The rush of free, limitless sex during an Internet search is too much for many 

persons to say no to, regardless of age.  While this study may not prove that pornography 

is a health risk for everybody, its objective is to add legitimacy to the claim that porn is 

addictive and is a health risk for those who have already identified they cannot control 

impulses to engage in it or find inner resources to say no to it. 

Porn will undoubtedly continue to be studied for its content and for its ability to 

inform society and influence individual and collective behavior.  It is likely that people 

will continue to grow desensitized to it and is also likely that more people will regard 
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porn as a variation in normative cultural expression.  Newer manifestations and uses of 

porn are to be expected; especially as technology and sociology intertwine allowing porn 

to grow new branches and take deeper roots in collective culture and cultural expressions 

and expectations.  Porn as a form of socialization or as a factor contributing to 

socialization is a topic that is receiving interest in research circles.  While porn has been 

studied extensively for its online presence, the concept of porn being a part of the social 

conventions of meeting people is a relatively new phenomenon.  Before proceeding, it is 

important to look at pornography and define exactly what it is. 

The Definition of Pornography 

Defining pornography is no easy task.  Scholars have wrestled with this for many 

years.  In fact, many researchers have commented that not having a precise definition has 

derailed research, obscured treatment efforts and has eased the proliferation and mutation 

of adult-oriented materials.  Jensen, Dines, Dines and Russo (1998) identified three 

impediments or “dodges” that have weakened the establishment and acceptance of a strict 

definition.  The “dodges” are essentially barriers that block efforts to explore 

pornography as a hazardous social construct.  These three barriers include a formal 

definition of pornography, constitutional freedom of speech issues, and the “casual” 

dodge which is to shrug off research findings because of the limited value of correlational 

studies that are based on a narrowly defined variable such as porn (Jensen, et al. 1998). 

The fight surrounding a legal definition of porn has been complicated by litigation 

seeking to ban or censor it.  This fight goes back to the 1960s when an Ohio theatre 

manager, Nico Jacobellis, was sued for community obscenity charges.  He ran the French 
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film “The Lovers” which contained a provocative nude scene.  His lawsuit made it all the 

way to the Supreme Court.  The theatre and manager were ultimately exonerated.  But, 

most useful to the debate on definition was the pronouncement of Chief Justice Potter 

Stewart who admitted in Jacobellis v. Ohio (1964) that obscenity [porn] may be 

indefinable but added his most oft-quoted famous words “I know it when I see it” 

(Lattman, 2007). 

Absent any close-up shots of penetration or genitalia, “The Lovers” would be 

categorized by most today as erotica, a form of sexual or sensual art distinct from the 

physically graphic and explicit nature of hardcore pornography.  Arguments have been 

made to distinguish erotica from carrying the same status as porn but many researchers 

prefer to avoid this to not impose the inherent subjective value system of the rater that 

decides what is erotica or what is pornography and what is not (Robinson, 2008; Seltzer, 

2011).  It is also possible that people consider sexual mores and behaviors as culture and 

generation bound more than one might expect and might possibly help explain the lack of 

consensus in anchoring a stable definition of what sexual porn is. 

The Venus de Milo and the Statue of David are sensual, striking and beautiful 

works of art.  They are not, however, the equivalent of sites like Slut Bus, ExtraBigDicks 

or OneClickChicks.  The latter exploit reoccurring gender political themes of dominance 

and submission and unconscious psychosexual portrayals of power and control.  The 

sensation and perceptions of these themes is heightened by camera close-ups of 

fragmented body parts and fluids (cum shots) by men who pull out at the point of climax.  

Arousal is further teased by the postmodern use of traditionally non-sexual settings, such 
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as public transportation, city parks or freeway underpasses.  Also stimulating is the 

casting of hyperreal participants.  These are people who wish to be filmed repeatedly in 

different compromising positions and with different partners.  They might willingly 

indulge in orgies and gang sex, spontaneously or on cue, with complete strangers with no 

apparent corresponding sense of social responsibility.  Excitation is maximized by timing 

of ejaculatory response, usually on the partner’s face or abdomen, at the moment most 

meant to humiliate, demean, and degrade the submissive partner.  Often the latter is a 

woman or a gay man. 

The confluence of unconscious psychosexual issues, fragmented body parts and 

body fluids and atypical expression of sex in atypical settings with atypical partners 

renders this kind of film a much different expression of art than any statue or painting by 

Titian or Michelangelo.  Pornography and strict definition seem to be antithetical 

concepts and unwilling partners (Struthers, 2009).  However, while consensus as to the 

definition of pornography might conflict with basic agreement, discernment of 

pornography in sites such as BangBros seems to be easier.  For the purposes of this study, 

prevailing definitions from their corresponding disciplines need to be reviewed. 

Religious, Academic, and Therapeutic Definitions of Porn 

Ecclesiastics, academics, and therapists have all voiced their opinions on what 

constitutes pornography.  The nuances alter slightly according to the specific religious 

tradition; however, there seems to be a blanket disavowal of porn use as a proper outlet 

for sexual expression.  Perhaps most detailed is the Catholic perspective as outlined in the 

Catechism of the Roman Catholic Church.  Catholicism has maintained the following: 
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Pornography consists in removing real or simulated sex acts from the intimacy of 

the partners, in order to display them deliberately to third parties.  It offends 

against chastity because it perverts the conjugal act, the intimate giving of spouses 

to each other.  It does grave injury to the dignity of its participants (actors, 

vendors, the public), since each one becomes an object of base pleasure and illicit 

profit for others.  It immerses all who are involved in the illusion of a fantasy 

world. (p. 564) 

Protestant definitions of pornography include the “illicit depiction of sexual activity” 

(Napier, 2003), “virtual infidelity” (Coughlin, 2009) boldly the “pink elephant in the 

pew” (Smith, 2013) and an “institutional evil that preys on the disaffected, wounded and 

desperate members of society” (Struthers, 2009, p. 16).  The Latter-day Saint, or 

Mormon, perspective is that pornography is “any material depicting or describing the 

human body or sexual conduct in a way that arouses sexual feelings” (Lotz, 2012) and 

“promotional literature of illicit sexual relations” (Oaks, 2015).  From the Torah, the 

Talmud and Jewish tradition, pornography is not defined, but is rather acknowledged as 

material violating the sacred union and privacy between man and woman, by making 

public actual or simulated representations of intercourse (Apple, 2014).  Blended 

together, pornography from a religious perspective violates the sacred bond between male 

and female by taking sex out of the realm of the private, making it available for others to 

watch thus engendering feelings of sexual arousal, lust and disembodied infidelity. 

Academics and social commentators view pornography as a bewildering construct 

with little agreement as to what constitutes pornographic expression.  In an effort to 
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wrestle approval of pornography from the segment of feminist writers who interpreted 

porn as an act of freedom, Griffin, (1981) in her seminal tome entitled Pornography and 

Silence: Culture’s Revenge Against Nature, concluded that pornography is  “a fear of 

bodily knowledge, and a desire to silence eros” (p. 1).  She wrote of the harm to sexuality 

by the perversion of the body in porn and of its disposition to strip women of voice and 

power.  Similarly, in a compendium of testimony of victims of the porn industry during 

anti-pornography civil rights battles occurring between 1983-1992, MacKinnon (1997) 

defined pornography as legally injurious and sexually explicit material that degrades 

women and superintends them to men.  Earlier, she defined porn as a medium used to 

“construct female identity and the female sexual role”, both subservient to men, during 

moments of sexual expression (1987, p. 161).  Her contention is that pornography is not 

mere speech but rather is something visual, carrying the elements of a training manual or 

protocol.  As such, porn conditions viewers to demand a scripted sexual expectation of 

women, and the less powerful, by acting as a guidebook for proper sexual encounters.  

Thus, MacKinnon argued that pornography is not speech but is rather a thing that 

emboldens issues of sexual practice and personal power.  This idea can be reconfigured 

to the notion that men who consume porn actually enjoy the visual and audible depiction 

of women being subordinated for men’s own pleasure and disport.  Porn, in this regard, 

becomes an expectation of what is to be. 

Grebowicz (2013) commented on MacKinnon’s work by emphasizing that her 

point is not that porn is a fantasy or an illusion, but “real events happening to real people” 

(p. 9); regardless if the events are scripted and performed.  McGowan (2005) lengthened 
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her definition by including among nonnormative subordinated persons: men, children and 

transgendered people.  She added that porn is an “erroneously verdictive” or false form of 

speech (p. 23). Mason-Grant (2004) extended the notion of porn as gender subordination 

but also argued that the use of porn is a sexual act in and of itself because it is used to 

stimulate sexual functions.  Grebowicz (2013) suggested porn be interpreted as “materials 

created specifically to aid in masturbation and circulated on the Internet, largely, (though 

not exclusively) for commercial purposes” (p. 7).  Jensen et al. (1998) referred to porn as 

material sold in adult stores designed to induce the sexual arousal of its male clientele.  

Kipnis (1999) argued that porn is a sexualized form of fiction and noted how disturbing it 

is that the public does not interpret the imagery as fiction. 

In regards to pornography as literature, Sontag (2002) described pornography in 

relation to non-imagery based forms of expression.  Her conclusions are similar to those 

of ecclesiastical authorities and other scholars.  Her opinion of literary pornography, such 

as that found in romance novels as well as forum articles, is that language is manipulated 

to stir carnal interests and that the “aim of pornography is to inspire a set of nonverbal 

fantasies in which language plays a debased, merely instrumental role” (p. 39).  Thus for 

her, pornography as literature is defined as primarily a form of language, mutated and 

perverted from the true intentions of literature, to arouse sexual interests. 

David Loftus (2002) studied men who watch porn.  He did not distinguish 

between erotica and pornography but pointed out that most of the anti-porn voices were 

female scholars, mostly feminists who, at times, misinterpret the male perspective.  He 

pointed out that it is not the design of all men who use porn to achieve and enjoy a level 
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of power and dominance over women with the ultimate design of subjugation.  Drawing 

conclusions from his own male participants, Loftus added that most men find porn 

appealing because it provides a chance for men to “appreciate female beauty” (p. 13).  

While he did not deny the theories of anti-porn scholars, he did add a dimension of 

understanding to the pornography debate that could be overlooked. 

Harriet Gilbert (1991), a British feminist television commentator, advocated the 

withdrawal of the word “pornography” in the analysis of pornography.  She believed that 

the inherent difficulty in navigating the myriad of nuances that would potentially form 

the definition would render no agreement among theorists.  She believed it was better for 

it to be perceived as a cultural construct threatening to both personal boundaries and to 

the social order.  More will be written on how these nuances are interpreted by clinicians 

in later parts of this paper. 

The medical and therapeutic definitions of pornography seem to corroborate the 

idea that porn can inform an individual and society in a corrosive, deteriorative way.  

Alongside religion and academia, the medical community also acknowledges the 

elements of oppression inherent in adult films and recognizes the potential breakdown in 

spirituality and perceived social power so often found in porn addiction (Weitzer, 2007; 

Longino, 2009).  Clinicians have interpreted the existence of porn and its corresponding 

addiction from a variety of viewpoints.  In 1988, Donald Mosher examined pornography 

from a psychological perspective.  He wrote: 

Pornography is defined as a commercial product in the form of fictional drama 

designed to elicit or enhance sexual arousal.  It embodies a sexual fantasy of an 
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intended audience by presenting explicit sexual activities between predominantly 

sexually motivated (and to a lesser extent power-motivated) characters whose 

mission is to experience erotic reality without the constraints of everyday reality, 

social norms, and conventional morality.  The protagonist overcomes apparent 

obstacles (taboos on "deviant" sexual objects or linkages) to the sexual mission 

with ease, and thus, fails to undergo a transformation in character in the process of 

pursuing the mission.	(p. 67) 

It is important to note that Mosher created this definition at a time before the wide 

expansion of Internet.  It is critical that much of his definition is still applicable although 

the Internet has taken the idea of sexually depicted fantasy without corresponding 

conventional morality to exponential levels.  More recently, counselors have struggled 

with a strict definition of pornography because of the shifting social constructs between 

cultural norms and gender roles that create variations in nuance.  As is typical of any 

other concept thriving in postmodernism, porn seems to have endless categorical 

manifestations and a myriad of definitions. 

Clinically, Zychik (2002) referred to pornography as an “obsessive relationship 

with a fantasy” (para 1); Good (2004) identified it as “… any written or visual material 

that depicts nudity and/or sexually explicit activity for the purpose of causing sexual 

arousal” (p. 2); Fisher & Barak (2001) make extensive reference to pornography but refer 

to it as “Internet sexually explicit materials” (p. 312).  The latter definition foregoes 

completely the naming of pornography as the material being investigated but these 

researchers do align the magnification of the problem with Internet distribution. 
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Barrett (2010) identified porn as one of many contemporary “supernormal 

stimuli”.  Her argument is much an extension of the theory put forth by Dutch researcher 

Nikolaas Tinbergen (1973) who identified that animals respond to false stimuli more 

emphatically than the stimulus nature originally designated.  He discovered through study 

of birds that a powerful instinctive response could be produced by artificial stimuli and 

that response could override the selection of what nature originally intended.  More 

importantly, he also discovered that animals would choose the artificial over the real 

because of the enhanced effect on instinct and pleasurable response (Kruuk, 2003). 

Barrett applied Tinbergen’s theory to the use of porn and concluded that porn use 

is an exploitation of humankind’s instinctive sexual urge.  Even though porn is an 

artificial stimulus, the neurological response is experienced as more powerful than the 

response found in its original biological purpose.  Through the idea of supernormal 

stimuli, people can be tricked into preferring what is false to what is real because it has 

the capacity to trigger a heightened neurological response.  This theory helps us 

understand the statement of Naomi Wolf (2003) who wrote about men’s reactions to 

porn: “For the first time in human history, the images’ power and allure have supplanted 

that of real naked women.  Today real women are just bad porn” (para 6).  The Internet 

also perpetuates supernormal stimuli by bombarding the viewer with click-through sites.  

The delivery method with the supernormal stimulus of porn could conceivably 

overwhelm a person, who could grow to prefer ersatz pornographic images to actual 

relationships with a real human being.  This theory might well explain why Internet 

pornography is a force to addict. 
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As in religion and academia, a precise clinical definition of porn does not exist.  

But, clinicians seem to agree there is relevance in pinpointing the main vehicle of 

distribution as pertinent to pornography and its proliferation and its corresponding 

addiction.  Much research has been approached on this topic categorizing pornography as 

a subset of a greater umbrella of potential Internet-related sexual problems. 

Young (1996) proposed the notion of Internet Addiction (IA) as a completely new 

clinical disorder and included compulsive sexual behavior using the computer as a variant 

amongst other pleasure-seeking behaviors such as gambling or chatting online.  Around 

the year 2000, many clinical researchers grouped pornography as among a cluster of 

specific Internet-accessed sexual behaviors, and referred to them as “Internet sexuality” 

(Leiblum & Doring, 2002; Longo, Brown, & Orcutt, 2002).  Cooper, McLaughlin, Reich, 

& Kent-Ferraro (2002) made use of the term “virtual sexuality” and included porn use as 

among a number of variant emerging Internet-based sexual conventions.  Greenfield & 

Orzack (2002) used the term “Internet-enabled sexual behavior” (IESB) and Schneider 

(2002) discussed “compulsive cybersex behaviors” (CSB) all of which included 

pornography use as among the possible spectrum of Internet-based sexually compulsive 

conduct.  Angres & Bettanardi-Angres (2008) also used the term CSB and defined 

addiction as the continued use of mood-altering substances and behaviors despite the 

corresponding adverse consequences.  Block (2008) reiterated Young’s use of IA but 

defined it conceptually with sexual preoccupations as one of the three identified subtypes.  

While all of these potential disease descriptions were thematically-grounded, and 

interpreted as forward growth to grasping the problem and a definite step in the right 
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direction, universal acceptance of a standardized definition still went unmet even though 

the research community continued to roll out new acronyms (Chou, Condron, & Belland, 

2005). 

Schneider’s use of “cybersex” became a descriptor of disembodied interactions 

between persons in chat rooms or with users logging on to pornography sites or to 

Internet cams where no physical touching between partners could take place.  

Cybersexual behavior did not involve real-life embodied encounters with other flesh and 

blood people.  Later, as dating sites progressed to the point of allowing real-life embodied 

connectivity, the term “online hook-ups” was added to relevant IESB terminology 

(Phillips, 2015).  This term fits more aptly for people who begin cruising online for sex 

partners and later meet up for physical contact. 

Interestingly, none of these articles officially designated pornography addiction 

(PA) as an exclusive behavioral disorder.  Porn was considered in all of them but as a 

substrate of SA, which is still missing standardized diagnostic criteria.  Some in the 

addictionists field refer to porn as merely a “conditioned habit” (Villines, 2013) but PA 

seems to hover as an isolated subset under the greater umbrella of sexual addiction (SA).  

Because porn is lacking even a basic universally accepted definition, identifying what it 

means to be addicted to it becomes problematic.  This holds true even despite the fact that 

ever-increasingly sophisticated technology paired with the Internet has made porn so 

accessible. 

These two disparate topics have become intertwined.  Compounding this further, 

even SA as a process addiction eludes precise definition and universal agreement.  
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Substance addictionists are often at odds with process addictionists.  Substance 

addictionists feel the panorama of symptomology of process addictions is too dissimilar 

from substance addictions for them to be considered true addictions.  This impasse 

persists and the acronyms continue to abound.  Nonetheless, as advances have been made 

to technology, porn has met each step of the technological evolution with a corresponding 

effective delivery method.  Matching the sophistication of mobile devices, porn is now 

portable and easily accessed on laptops, tablets and smart phones.  This portability makes 

an addiction to porn even more likely because viewing porn is no longer limited to a desk 

or laptop computer or restricted to the anonymous confines of the home. 

The Clinical Definition of Porn Addiction 

The clinical agreement as to what constitutes SA appears to have eluded the grasp 

of those empowered to formulate a clear definition of what SA actually is.  Treating 

people, who seek therapy for PA, implies seeking treatment for a problem that 

corroborating researchers have failed to classify (Fong, 2006; Weiss, 2012).  Kafka 

(2014) took PA/SA out of the exclusive realm of the Internet and designated the term 

“hypersexual” disorder (HD).  He defined this as “disinhibited or exaggerated 

expressions of human sexual arousal and appetites . . . involving sexual behaviors that are 

culturally considered within the range of normal or conventional” (p. 280).  Distinctions 

in HD are made between unconventional and deviant paraphilic sexual disorders (PD), 

and culturally accepted normophilic nonparaphilic hypersexual disorders (NPHD).  The 

commonality between the two subtypes is that the degree of expressed and disinhibited 

sexual appetite is highly repetitive, societally perceived as abnormal, and is accompanied 
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by personal distress, psychosocial impairment and dysfunction.  Paralleling this is a belief 

that life is unmanageable and out of control.  Current studies of Internet pornography use 

continue to document the same correlation between use of Internet pornography and 

corresponding personal psychological distress and dysfunction (Grubbs, Volk, Exline, & 

Pargament, 2015; Doonwaard, van den Eijnden, Baams, Vanwesenbeeck, & ter Bogt, 

2016). 

Historically, the formal recognition of SA has had stops and starts.  Atypical 

sexuoerotic behavior or paraphilias were first identified as early as 1886 in “Psychopathia 

Sexualis” by Richard von Krafft-Ebing (1886/1965).  He also designated deviations from 

heterosexual coitus as a form of psychiatric illness.  Later, Ellis (1905) described a 

similar continuum of persistent deviant sexual behaviors.  Following him, Hirschfield 

(1948) used the term “hypereroticism” to describe a clinical presentation of insatiable 

sexual anomalies, specifically nymphomania in women and satyriasis in men.  At that 

time, the use of the word addiction was relegated exclusively to the diagnosis of 

exogenous substance abuse, such as opiates, and was not applied to endogamous 

behaviors such as eating or sex (Hilton, 2013). 

Orford (1978) used the terms “hypersexuality” to link similarities between 

excessive sexual appetites and factors of tolerance and withdrawal similar to syndromes 

present in substance addictions, even though the addictive element is a natural behavior 

and not a drug.  Patrick Carnes, a leading researcher and writer in this field, introduced 

the notion of “sexual addiction” in the 1980’s with the publication of the first of many 

books, Out of the Shadows: Understanding Sexual Addiction (Carnes, 1983).  In it he 
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established clinical dimensions of SA and was the first writer to successfully argue the 

position of SA being a clinical issue and not merely a moral one.  Specifically, he defined 

SA as an out of control relationship with a behavior and often referred to acting out 

episodes as a “bargain with chaos” (Carnes, 2009).  Later, Carnes (2001) described the 

purpose of addiction as a process allowing the addict to “evade reality no matter the cost 

(p. 5).  He identified the purpose of addiction by paralleling his conclusions to Peck’s 

(1978) assertion that “Mental health is a commitment to reality at all costs” (p. 51).  

Similarly, Weiss (2005) added that addiction is the act of self-medicating and can be 

traced etiologically to the formative years causing for some people “maladaptation or 

unhealthy coping mechanisms learned in response to abuse or neglect” (p. 70). 

Following the release of that book, Quadland (1985) introduced the idea of 

“sexual compulsivity”.  This term has been applied equally to both paraphilic and 

nonparaphilic sexual disorders.  This term then gave rise to a more blanket term “sexual 

compulsivity/addiction” to cover paraphilias and nonparaphillias (Shaffer, 1994).  Money 

(1986) coined the pop psychology term “love maps” as an attempt to explain the 

unconscious mental categories that form developmentally from childhood to adulthood 

that result in sexuopathological behaviors and compulsions.  He isolated dysfunctional 

sexual behavior and lack of interest in sex; sexual hyperarousability and sexuoerotic 

nonnormative behaviors (hypophilia, hyperphilia and paraphilias, respectively) as being 

driven by intense autoregulatory shame resulting from the abuse, neglect or vandalized 

developing inner love maps. 
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Along this pathway, Kinsey researchers put forth various models of sexual 

compulsivity to explain the presentation of nonparaphilic behaviors (Kafka, 2014).  

Bancroft and Janssen (2000) later presented the research community with the connection 

between compulsive promiscuity and ego-dystonic mood states, such as depression, stress 

and anxiety.  Other researchers corroborated their findings identifying a comorbid link 

between HD and mood dysphoria (Carpenter, Reid, Garos & Najavits, 2013).  A scale of 

proneness to excitation and inhibition concluded that the factors of low sexual inhibition 

and high sexual excitation could be correlated with anxious and/or depressed mood states 

(Bancroft, Janssen, Strong, Carnes, et al., 2003; Bancroft, Janssen, Strong, & 

Vukadinovic, 2003).  More recently, Zimbardo & Duncan-Coulombe (2012) presented 

the idea that sexual addiction is a disorder of arousal where dysphoric mood states and 

the need to feel aroused are mitigated by seeking out novel or new viewing material that 

re-stimulates the arousal template. 

A correlation was also discovered between episodes of hypersexual behavior and 

stress with more frequent and prolonged hypersexual episodes co-occurring with elevated 

levels of stress (Black, Kehrberg, Flumerfelt, & Schlosser, 1997; Reid, Carpenter, 

Spackman, & Wiles, 2008).  Csikszentmihalyi (1990) also added his take on addiction as 

being a distortion of focus and attention, addiction being the result of the healthy function 

of focus being turned to obsession.  During this time, Carnes released a string of self-help 

books that accelerated public interest in this topic and which seem to guarantee that the 

science of SA is at least a permanent part of the self-help pop psychology landscape 

(Carnes, 1989, 1991). 
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More recent clinical research seems to corroborate the idea that sexually addictive 

behaviors are possible and correlates earlier psychological theories of attachment with 

potential addictive etiology.  Previously, researchers and clinicians focused on behavior 

and trauma as principle etiological variants that formed the disease pathway.  However, 

the similarities in brain processing of substance and behavioral addictions led some to 

consider the idea of damaged affective circuits in the brain being caused by dysfunctional 

attachment patterns between child and caregiver as another consideration of addiction 

etiology.  Flores (2003) wrote that people most vulnerable to the development of 

addictions are people who develop attachment disorders during their formative years. 

Flores added to a neuroaffective perspective that addiction develops if during the 

corresponding developmental psychosocial periods, the child did not learn appropriate 

affect regulation through observation of and interaction with a healthy caregiver who 

modeled salient ways of negotiating dysphoric mood states.  Flores (2001) reasoned that 

brain growth is impaired if during moments of stress sufficient stimulation, such as 

soothing and understanding, is not offered to the child, which results in insecure 

attachment, inhibited brain growth and insufficient skill development in self-care.  Flores 

described addiction as a reparative attempt at negotiating stressful psychosocial 

environments and labeled it a “reward deficiency syndrome” (2003, p. 116) consolidating 

aspects of attachment with stunted neuroaffective growth.  Pairing Flores’ research and 

with other aspects of addictive neuroscience, Katehakis (2016) defined addiction as 

“neuropsychobiological immaturity” (p. 35) and reasoned that linkages between the 
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brain, body and mind and tendered by the formation of unhealthy attachment patterns 

lays the foundation for the clinical expression of both substance and process addictions. 

Establishing HD among members of the American Psychiatric Association 

historically has been more daunting.  In 1968, the DSM included sexual behavioral 

disorders as disorders of personality but no reference to nonparaphilic HD was made.  In 

1987, SA was earlier listed as a part of the DMS-III-R.  Even then, however, there were 

arguments for and against the use of that inclusion indicating that the science had not yet 

been settled (Goodman, 1999; Schneider, 1994).  Nonetheless, references were made to 

paraphilic disorders existing as distinct forms of sexual pathology.  Don Juanism and 

nymphomania were included as psychosexual disorders not otherwise specified.  The 

diagnosis of SA, however, was retracted from the DSM-IV (1994) and the DSM-IV-TR 

(2000) because of a lack of corroborating research and “lack of expert consensus” 

(Kafka, 2010; Weiss, 2012).  A significant feature of the DSM-IV-TR was, however, the 

acknowledgement of “distress about a pattern of repeated sexual relationships involving a 

succession of lovers who are experienced by the individual only as things to be used” 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2000, p. 582).  The latter would be considered by 

many to be normophilic but there was no mention of paraphilic-related disorders. 

A specific diagnosis does not yet officially exist for people with dysphoric moods 

who seek symptom relief via compulsive dependence on Internet pornography.  Perhaps 

the closest researchers have come to acknowledge this problem has been the International 

Classification of Diseases (ICD) codes that allow for nymphomania in women and the 

idea of satyriasis (Don Juanism) in men (Berman, 2010).  The latter behaviors, however, 
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imply compulsive embodied sexual contact with others and do not speak to the idea of 

disembodied Internet-accessed pornography.  Thus, for people who have developed a 

dependence on the Internet for a sexual release, the ICD terms really do not apply. 

Considerable disagreement persists over the value of the DSM-V and whether or 

not this manual should be seen as the final word on the diagnosis of mental disorders.  It 

cannot be argued, however, that it is nonetheless the established “go-to” resource for 

mental health practitioners.  Some have even referred to it as the psychiatric “Bible” 

(Dhar, 2013; Friedman, A. 2013).  The American Society of Addiction Medicine 

(ASAM) did chime in; however, with its own definition of addiction, although not a 

specific definition of PA or SA.  ASAM defined addiction as a “chronic brain disorder” 

manifesting itself through substances or through behaviors that display patterns of relapse 

and remission (2011, p. 1).  Specifically, ASAM’s definition is: 

Addiction is a primary, chronic disease of brain reward, motivation, memory and 

related circuitry.  Dysfunction in these circuits leads to characteristic biological, 

psychological, social and spiritual manifestations.  This is reflected in an 

individual pathologically pursuing reward and/or relief by substance use and other 

behaviors. (p. 1) 

The definition of addiction as conceptualized by ASAM sidesteps completely any 

arguments between addictionists that require addiction to be interpreted as a result of 

dependency on substances.  The ASAM stance is probably more useful because it allows 

people whose addiction to process behaviors to be seen in an equal light as those who 

suffer from substance abuse addiction. 
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There is also another viewpoint to be considered.  There are sexual functioning 

researchers who also do not interpret PA as a true addiction because their own studies in 

sexual neurofunctioning do not support the concept (Lehmiller, 2015).  Nicole Prause, a 

UCLA-based research psychophysiologist and neuroscientist challenges the concept of 

compulsive pornography consumption as a process addiction citing her own studies on 

sexual neurofunctioning as well as the potential financial realities of profits from a 

diagnosis that should not be ignored: “There’s a tremendous treatment industry that needs 

this to be a disease – a thing they can charge people to treat” (Weir, 2015).  While this is 

a true political consideration, Gitlow (2011) earlier reminded researchers and the 

addiction therapy community: “Disease definitions are living entities; they always 

represent a work in progress and as such are destined to change as science advances” (p. 

5).  This is important as there is a financial reality that serves as a backdrop as workgroup 

members of the DSM work through issues with what constitutes sexually addictive 

behaviors and what proper terminology should be (Fong, 2006). 

Nomenclature though, might not appear helpful for more contemporary 

manifestations of sexually addictive behaviors.  The current edition of the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual, DSM-V, does not include PA as one of the listed manifestations of 

Substance-Related and Addictive Disorders, nor does it list SA as a disorder with 

corresponding codification and diagnostic criteria.  In fact, the word “addiction” is not 

used in naming any of the DSM-V categories (Gever, 2012).  The word “addiction” has 

been replaced with the term “use disorder” which workgroup members believed would 

transpose less trauma or stigma than the use of the word “addiction” (Dhar, 2013).  In 
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2011, it was widely assumed and anticipated that SA would be classified under the 

category of “Obsessive-compulsive and Related Disorders” and doctors and addictionists 

were preparing for that eventuality (Bickman, 2011).  But, this did not happen. 

Sufferers of this problem will quickly point out that PA is indeed real and that 

despite attempts to stop, a dependency on the behavior has become established that defies 

efforts to eradicate it (McIlhaney & Bush, 2008; Struthers, 2009).  Research does indicate 

that repetitive behaviors, such as the ones described in this paper, can be addictive as they 

activate the brain’s reward system at the synaptic level, flooding the brain with 

pleasurable neurochemicals, triggering a similar experience of “high” as do drugs and 

alcohol (McIlhaney & Bush, 2008; Struthers, 2009; Hilton & Watts, 2011; Hilton, 2013; 

Weiss & Schneider, 2014).  In addition to this, Katehakis (2016) also discussed brain 

neurochemistry and argued that SA is an autoregulatory problem stemming from a 

chronic state of affect dysregulation that sets the brain up for a form of dopamine-based 

learning and dopamine-based reward. 

It was widely assumed and hoped that sexual addictions would be addressed 

among other behavioral addictions in the DSM-V (Bickman, 2011).  But, in 2010 the 

DSM-V Workgroup on Sexual and Gender Identity Disorders sent a subtle signal when 

they chose to defund research targeted towards this matter (Weiss, 2012b).  Speculation 

as to the rationale behind this decision seems to be linked to a lack of research that 

distinguishes truly addicted people from “simply unhealthy users” (Catanese, 2012).  

Thus, what is currently known about the etiology and epidemiology of PA and SA comes 

not from funded researchers but from facilities and clinical agencies that treat PA (Fong, 
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2006).  These are businesses and it can be speculated that such facilities might have an 

overarching financial investment in their corresponding clinical programs, which may or 

may not influence their treatment rationales. 

Dr. Charles O’Brien, a member of the workgroup examining the criteria for 

inclusion in the DSM-V, said that there was both a willingness to include behavioral 

addictions as identified categories but that the mindset for the new DSM revision was that 

there is an increased reliance on scientific findings (Dhar, 2013).  However, the 

committee concluded the science was not there to make a solid case for SA.  Stein, Black, 

Shapira, & Spitzer (2001) lamented at the turn of the new century the inconclusive 

classification and codification of SA because of the on-going debate in the APA over 

whether sufficient research had been collected.  In 2010, the American Psychiatric 

Association reiterated their concern that such insufficient findings simply did not meet 

the standard of research necessary to warrant inclusion (APA, 2010). 

The decision to retract SA from the DSM also seems to have halted PA from the 

list of sexually compulsive variants that can be explored scientifically (Weiss, 2012c).  

The inclusion of SA would allow funding and investigation into the science of SA 

treatment but the current circumstances leave researchers poised without diagnostic 

criteria, without proper framework and with little to no money to fund their work. 

This is a critical point as without structure, treatment for SA and PA could 

become subject to prevailing postmodern morality and hyperreal self-referential social 

norms, allowing for sociocultural cognitive distortions that sound similar to the refrain 
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“that’s just what guys do” (Paul, 2005).  This kind of a conclusion eschews any scientific 

basis and if prevalent, could cause porn to be examined merely from the prism of trend. 

Historically, porn has been studied from a variety of legitimate theoretical and 

scientific approaches.  The following discussion represents valid attempts at wresting 

porn from a pedestrian designation reframing it in a more proper medical perspective. 

Van der Kolk (1989) examined porn as a potential response to long-term stress, to 

victimization and trauma bonding occurring during significant developmental attachment 

phases in the formative years.  He also studied it as an idiosyncratic behavioral re-

enactment of past trauma, more commonly known as a psychodynamic “repetition 

compulsion”, where people unconsciously repeat behaviors to script a different outcome 

(1989). 

Sexual behavior has even been interpreted from work done by Solomon (1980) 

regarding the “opponent process theory of acquired motivation”.  Solomon’s theory is an 

elaboration of an earlier study which identified that emotions or feelings occur in pairs 

and the expression of one emotion is paired simultaneously with the suppression of 

another (Solomon & Corbit, 1974).  A current study of Internet PA documented how the 

feeling of pleasure is felt during use of pornography while the opposite feeling of pain 

created by whatever environmental cues triggered the episode, is suppressed (Love, 

Laier, Brand, Hatch, & Hajela, 2015).  Solomon’s theory also appears to be relevant in 

the explanation of substance addictions as increases and matching decreases in certain 

neurochemical elements involved in reward neurotransmission have been identified 

(Hyman, Malenka, & Nestler, 2006; Koob & Le Moal, 2008).  Solomon’s theory is 
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relevant as the etiology of addictive behavior could have their origin in events that are 

frightening and traumatic, causing the user to engage in the same behaviors to create a 

contrary mood in an effort to pre-empt the typical dysphoric mood and corresponding 

response of withdrawal caused by an unpleasant environmental stimulus or inner 

cognitive event (Van der Kolk, 1989). 

Katehakis (2016) extended the concept of trauma as an etiological factor in 

persons seeking self-repair through SA but specified that its goal is to acquire a sense of 

affect regulation and restore the sufferer to a state of ego-syntonic harmony.  She wrote: 

The presence of SA attests to affect dysregulation caused by early relational 

trauma (neglect, abuse, humiliation) and consequent insecure or disorganized 

attachment, compounded by other untreated trauma.  This combination of 

unresolved early and continual damage, further exacerbated by unwholesomely 

sexualized culture, could easily distort a person’s sexual arousal template, and, as 

a result, could lead to sexually addictive behaviors unconsciously intended, but 

failing, to heal past relational hurt through unattached, autoregulatory function. (p. 

37) 

Essentially, Katehakis argued that a person struggling with SA is someone who is 

attempting to rework past painful relational wounds as they are triggered by current 

circumstances.  The purpose of the addiction is to belay unpleasant ego-dystonic 

emotions caused by current triggers that drudge up remnants of past trauma soothed by 

ill-formed cognitive arousal templates that persist through the sudden release of pleasure-

inducing neurochemicals.  These templates were perhaps successful in temporarily 
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quelling the anxiety of past age-related psychosocial and psychosexual trauma but which 

are painfully unsuccessful in negotiating current anxiety production. 

The idea of traumatic events being at the core of this behavior is not new.  

Following the release of several of his books, Carnes (2001), attempted to explain how 

SA is a product of distorted lovemaps (Money, 1985), which cause courtship disorders 

that manifest themselves in affect-driven unwanted compulsive sexual behavior.  

Courtship disorders is a concept presented by Ellis in 1933 and is defined as perversions 

or distortions of some aspect of typical courtship rituals (Ellis, 1978).  Earlier researchers 

linked courtship disorders with such behaviors as frotteurism and voyeurism which are 

explained as a fixation on a solitary aspect of courtship, such as being attracted to 

someone (voyeurism) and touching someone (frotteurism), thus distorting it (Freund & 

Wilson, 1990).  According to Carnes, courtship disorders are the product of an SA 

sufferer’s misaligned inner archetypal sexual arousal system that manifests itself in 

predictable sexual response patterns.  The arousal template is organized around 

biopsychosocial influences that intertwine genetics, unresolved unconscious sexual issues 

and family and parenting issues, both non-traumatic and traumatic, and finally macro-

elements of society and culture.  Unconscious association between several 

biopsychosocial factors creates the lovemap.  The ensuing product is a sexual belief and 

response system that functions as a guide, which perverts aspects of the rituals of 

courtship and dating (Carnes, 2001) causing potentially both criminal as well as 

compulsive sexual behaviors.  The idea that cyberporn can addict as a product of a 
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distorted lovemap activated by the need to replace or augment courtship, dating and real 

relationships is not hard to imagine. 

More recently, [porn] and manic sex-seeking behaviors have been studied in the 

field of biological psychiatry (Panksepp, Knutson, & Burgdorf, 2002).  Panksepp (2010a) 

presented a functional theory of emotions as a presentation of intrinsic values triggered 

by ambient stimuli and generated as an instinctual survival response.  His theory involves 

a series of emotional networks that blend affect with neuroscience creating multiple 

pathways, or action systems, to potential dopamine production.  One such action system 

is the “seeking” urge which is to spend time seeking, searching and hunting for the object 

of addiction, a process as rewarding as the object of addiction behavior.  The more time 

spent in seeking behavior translates into a greater rush of dopamine flooding the brain, 

triggering enormously pleasurable feelings while simultaneously relieving the individual 

of dysphoric mood states (Panksepp, 2010b).  This is relevant to this paper as it is often 

documented that the search for the most idiosyncratically fulfilling kind of porn is often 

more hypnotizing and pleasing than the self-stimulation and orgasm that follows the 

discovery of it (Carnes, 1983; Hall, 2013). 

The seeking substrate is hauntingly similar to planning and preparation phases in 

the addictive cycle where addicts begin the dopamine rush by merely envisioning how 

they will finally act out (Skinner, 2005; Hall, 2013; Katehakis, 2016). Panksepp’s theory 

of neurological actions systems can be directly applied to people with PA who, often 

admit enjoying the hunt for porn as much if not more than the actual discovery of the 

perfect masturbatory object itself.  The acquired euphoric mood created by seeking is 
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often just as compelling and rewarding as the final use of the designated addictive 

qualifier (Carnes, 1983; Weiss, 2005; Carnes, 2009).  It is imperative that the continuing 

flow of research towards legitimate psychological and medical hypotheses explaining PA 

be continued to not only establish PA as a legitimate disorder but also obviate the 

postmodern placement of porn in a trendy, vernacular category.  Also, unchecked, porn 

use might grow to such a degree as to carry the status as an unofficial sexual instruction 

guide, further rendering expectations of sexual expression to be interpreted by the norms 

pornographers set and not from the point of view of two people in a relationship who 

view sex as an expression of deeper emotional commitment. 

Pamela Paul, a New York “Times” opinion editor wrote that the nation has 

become “pornified”; implying the unrestrained ubiquity of pornographic influence in our 

lives has made us numb to its presence and impact.  She perceives that we have grown 

desensitized to adverse effects because “ . . . pornography has become seamlessly woven 

into the wake-up routine, the workday Internet break, and the bedtime ritual” (Paul, P. 

24).  If her conclusion is true, and it seems to be based on the material presented in this 

paper, a man or woman with PA in a pornography-approving society would have an even 

more magnified struggle trying to overcome the habit.  A delay in establishing a proper 

definition for SA and PA, in a heavily pornified society, is a heavy price for those already 

ensnared, wanting help and effective treatment and not finding it. 

Defining HD, SA or PA and providing sufficient significant results seem to be the 

snare that prevented consensus towards successfully establishing this as a confirmed 

behavioral disorder.  The rejection prompted not a small degree of disappointment from 
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addiction researchers who feel the composite diagnostic paradigm was presented with 

rigor and with valid, reliable scales sufficient for acceptance and addition to the DSM 

(Kafka, 2014).  Kafka cited results on assessments of client hypersexual behavior from 

the Compulsive Sexual Behavior Inventory, the Sexual Compulsivity Scale, the Sexual 

Addiction Screening Test, and the Kinsey Institute’s rating scales (pp. 283-284) as 

legitimate sources with sufficient reliability and validity to establish diagnostic criteria 

for HD as a distinct disorder.  Sexual addiction researchers felt the necessary evidence 

was in place to identify SA as a disorder, similar to already listed substance addictions. 

To be included as a distinct subcategory in the sexual dysfunctions chapter of the 

DSM-V, Kafka argued specific criteria distinguishing “hypersexuality” and “hypersexual 

disorder” (HD) (2014).  Based on conclusions from the above-mentioned assessments, 

Kafka proposed the following composite guidelines for diagnosis: 
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Table 1.  Proposed Diagnostic Criteria for Hypersexual Disorder 

A. Over a period of at least 6 months, recurrent and intense sexual fantasies, sexual urges, and sexual 
behavior in association with four or more of the following five criteria: 
1.! Excessive time is consumed by sexual fantasies and urges, and by planning for and engaging in 

sexual behavior. 
2.! Repetitively engaging in sexual fantasies, urges, and behavior in response to dysphoric mood 

states (e.g., anxiety, depression, boredom, irritability). 
3.! Repetitively engaging in sexual fantasies, urges, and behavior in response to stressful life events. 
4.! Repetitive but unsuccessful efforts to control or significantly reduce these sexual fantasies, urges 

and behavior. 
5.! Repetitively engaging in sexual behavior while disregarding the risk for physical or emotional 

harm to self or others. 
B.! There is clinically significant personal distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other 

important areas of functioning associated with the frequency and intensity of these sexual fantasies, 
urges, and behavior. 

C.! These sexual fantasies, urges, and behavior are not due to direct physiological effects of exogenous 
substances (e.g., drugs of abuse or medications), a co-occurring medical condition, or to manic 
episodes. 

D.! The person is at least 18 years of age. 

Specify if: 
1.! Masturbation 
2.! Pornography 
3.! Sexual Behavior with consenting adults 
4.! Cybersex 
5.! Telephone Sex 
6.! Adult entertainment venues/clubs 
7.! Other 

Specify if: 
1.! In remission (no distress, impairment, or recurring behavior for 5 years and in an uncontrolled 

environment) 
2.! In a controlled environment 

Note. Copyright 2013 by the American Psychiatric Association. 

Kafka imagined HD falling in the lines of a behavioral category but, oddly or not, much 

of the diagnostic criteria presented in Table 1 could be easily transferable to the 

symptoms of someone with a substance addiction, especially criterion A.  Similarities and 

differences do exist between HD and behavioral disorders such as pathological gambling, 

the latter being a confirmed DSM-V diagnosis (Kor, Fogel, Reid, & Potenza, 2013).  

A. Over a period of at least 6 months, recurrent and intense sexual fantasies, sexual urges, and sexual 
behavior in association with four or more of the following five criteria:
1. Excessive time is consumed by sexual fantasies and urges, and by planning for and engaging in 

sexual behavior.
2. Repetitively engaging in sexual fantasies, urges, and behavior in response to dysphoric mood 

states (e.g., anxiety, depression, boredom, irritability).
3. Repetitively engaging in sexual fantasies, urges, and behavior in response to stressful life events.
4. Repetitive but unsuccessful efforts to control or significantly reduce these sexual fantasies, urges 

and behavior.
5. Repetitively engaging in sexual behavior while disregarding the risk for physical or emotional 

harm to self or others.
B. There is clinically significant personal distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other 

important areas of functioning associated with the frequency and intensity of these sexual fantasies, 
urges, and behavior.

C. These sexual fantasies, urges, and behavior are not due to direct physiological effects of exogenous These sexual fantasies, urges, and behavior are not due to direct physiological effects of exogenous These sexual f
substances (e.g., drugs of abuse or medications), a co-occurring medical condition, or to manic 
episodes.

D. The person is at least 18 years of age.

Specify if:
1. Masturbation
2. Pornography
3. Sexual Behavior with consenting adults
4. Cybersex
5. Telephone Sex
6. Adult entertainment venues/clubs
7. Other

Specify if:
1. In remission (no distress, impairment, or recurring behavior for 5 years and in an uncontrolled 

environment)
2. In a controlled environment

Note. Copyright 2013 by the American Psychiatric Association.
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However, researchers do acknowledge that there are gaps in the collection of data and 

that there are disparities between what constitutes normal and abnormal sexual behavior 

among males and females, both sexual addicts and non-addicts alike (Blevins, 2016).  It 

has also been suggested that the dynamics of tolerance and withdrawal be subject to 

further measurement and analysis.  From a contemporary perspective, SA could also be 

examined from the perspective of underlying family systems dynamics, shifting societal 

values, its relation to comorbidity of others disorders, neurochemical topics.  It should be 

examined as well from the point of view of multiculturalism.  While not intended to be 

exhaustive, but for the ease of the reader, a brief summary of the iterations of 

terminology related to the evolution of SA as a condition are presented in Table 2.  
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Table 2.  Evolution of Relevant Terminology 

 
Year Acronym Designation Major Contributor Description 
1948 ** Hypereroticism Hirschfield Excessive sexual behavior 

1977 ** Hypersexuality Orford Excessive sexual appetite 

1980 ** Lovemap Money Internalized idiosyncratic 
arousal template 

1985 ** Sexual Compulsivity Quadland Behavior more aligned with 
typical sexual behaviors 

1985 SA Sexual Addiction Carnes Addiction to sexual behaviors to 
alter dysphoric mood states 

1987 ICD Impulse Control Disorder Barth & Kinder Sexual behavior used to quell 
anxiety 

1990 CSB Compulsive Sexual 
Disorder 

Coleman Acting out sexually to reduce 
anxiety but not as pure sexual 
expression 

1990 & 
2014 

NPHD Nonparaphilic 
Hypersexual Disorder 

Kafka Addiction to normative sexual 
behaviors 

1990 & 
2014 

PD Paraphilic Sexual 
Disorder 

Kafka Addiction to nonnormative 
sexual behaviors 

1996 IA Internet Addiction Barth and Kinder Overwhelming addiction to 
being online 

2001 HD Hypersexual Disorder Stein, Black, Shapiro, 
Spitzer 

Distress caused by excessive 
indulgence in sex as a means to 
reduce anxiety; does not ascribe 
to neurochemical causation 

2002 VS Virtual Sexuality Cooper, Laughlin, 
Reich, Kent-Ferrero 

Sexual behavior experienced 
over the Internet 

2002 IESB Internet-Enabled Sexual 
Behavior 

Greenfield & Orzack Use of chat rooms and porn sites 
to experience sex 

2002 CSB Compulsive Cybersex 
Behavior 

Schneider Inability to quell use of modern 
technology to experience sex 

1997 LA Love Addiction Schaeffer, Melody Intense affective attachment to 
new romantic interests 

2012 PSB Problematic Sexual 
Behavior 

Society for 
Advancement of 
Sexual Health 

Behavior-centered perspective 
not focusing on neurochemical 
underpinnings 

2012 ** Arousal Disorder Zimbardo & Duncan-
Coulombe 

The need for novelty in 
experiencing online sexual 
arousal 

2013 Classic SA Classic Sexual Adiction Riemersma & Sytsma Symptomology based on classic 
features of earlier trauma 

2013 Contemporary 
SA 

Contemporary Sexual 
Addiction 

Riemersma & Sytsma SA triggered by new media and 
new technology 

2016 OE Online Escalation Aikens Technology prompts a 
predisposition to certain 
behaviors 
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Evidence to establish PA as a singular disorder has both psychological and medical 

backing (Bostwick & Bocci, 2008; Nestler, 2008; Garcia & Thibaut, 2010; Hilton & 

Watts, 2011; Phillips, Hajela, & Hilton, 2015).  Transcriptional mechanisms of natural 

addiction research points to the conclusion that repetitive access of reward centers in the 

brain can actually cause anatomical changes in the brain even after cessation of stimulus. 

Nestler (2008) discovered that the neurological reward pathways in the brain could be 

sabotaged by overindulgence in natural survival behaviors such as either food or sex.  He 

also discovered that sexual behavior serves as a mediator in natural reward memory.  

This is in line with a finding of Harvard addictions researchers who concluded that robust 

subjective experiences can over-trigger production of naturally occurring 

neurotransmitters which can alter brain neurochemistry (Shaffer, LaPlante, LaBrie, 

Kidman, Donato, & Stanton, 2004).  Pairing these findings with Barrett (2002) who 

perceived pornography use as a supernormal stimulus would help explain why 

abandoning pornography use is so difficult. 

Distinctions do exist among the variety of behaviors that fall under the umbrella 

of SA that have the potential to become addictions.  Visiting strip clubs, brothels, hiring 

escorts or prostitutes, cruising, chatting, having multiple affairs or phone sex are all 

behaviors that involve an interaction with other people, while contemporary use of 

pornography is generally conceptualized as a solitary behavior involving one person, a 

computer and whatever fantasy is playing out on the screen.  It is important to 

acknowledge that the behavior of people with PA tend to restrict their acting out behavior 

singularly to the use of porn creating a categorical distinction from other ways a person 
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could act out sexually.  To further more precisely define distinctions and manifestations 

of SA, Riermersma & Sytsma (2013) conceptualized two strands of SA.  These 

researchers proposed that “Classic SA” be understood as a form of impulse control 

stemming from insecure attachment and earlier childhood trauma and abuse.  Classic SA 

is acted out by any combination of the above-mentioned behaviors.  “Contemporary SA” 

is described as a manifestation marked by rapid onset disease formation made possible by 

fast Internet access to pornographic materials.  They added that the 3 C’s of computer 

“chronicity, content and culture” (p. 306) serve to exacerbate the problem.  The 

categorization of classic and contemporary forms of SA permit the concept of PA to be 

interpreted as an independent behavior based in Internet access and permits a 

demarcation from more classic manifestations of sexual acting out. 

Essentially, people seeking porn are seeking fantasy via websites that allow them 

to trigger their own inner mechanism of arousal to quell whatever dysphoric mood state, 

even boredom, they might be experiencing at the time.  People struggling with SA could 

also abuse porn but more often seek expression of their addiction and use of their arousal 

template via use of other people.  This creates a significant distinction between the two 

populations and warrants an examination of whether PA should be isolated from the 

greater umbrella of SA where it now lies, even though the psychological and medical 

communities have properly and officially defined neither. 

Pornography creation though seems to have morphed into a source of 

technologically expressed self-representation.  Mentioned earlier in this paper, Myers 

(2015) research discussed more contemporary technology and observed a shift from 
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passive to active profile creation in social media and social connectivity sites with the 

objective of being viewed from a third-party perspective.  This means that people seeking 

to pronounce their sexual prowess, will select images of themselves that guarantee that 

others recognize their inherent sexual desirability and availability.  Cell phone social 

geolocation apps, such as Tinder and Grindr, are designed for indiscriminate sexual 

encounters.  Pornographic images intended to augment viewer-perceived desirability are 

downloaded onto the profile to leave no question as to the person’s desirability or 

willingness to engage in a casual sexual encounter or in modern parlance “hook up”. 

Cell phone location-based apps are used both to self-affirm and to tempt potential 

partners into a quick semi-anonymous romp with no residual need to sustain post-coital 

social relationships.  Geolocation sites are now part of what can be called contemporary 

“visual culture” (Phillips, 2015), a sociological exchange process relying heavily on 

digital images.  Such apps provide the user with a geo-specific interface calculating in 

feet and miles the distance miles between them and the potential hook-up partner.  The 

use of porn of self in such apps is referred to as “self-pornification”. 

As if in postmodern prophecy, Baudrillard’s earlier observations of media moving 

us from what is real to what is false has boldly come to pass at another technological 

juncture in history.  Commodification of the self is achieved through exaggerated 

hyperreal, self-referential pornified images among stock profile photos.  Porn as a 

platform is made manifest through fragmented shots of genitalia and other body parts.  

This expands the commodification of the body in an attempt lure a possible sexual 

partner into the process of arousal and social contact.  To communicate interest in a 
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possible sexual encounter, a person merely swipes the screen to the right with their 

finger, which indicates approval and intention. 

Self-pornification is standard fare among social connection app users and has 

become a new means to experience pornographic imagery (Lasen, 2015).  Geolocation 

sites create a link between PA and SA.  Users indulge in adult image-exchange sociality 

and geographic distance from each other is made known if the participants should want to 

meet up.  Internet pornography serves as a template for home pornography creation later 

uploaded and viewed by other app users.  The imagery becomes the impetus that leads to 

the consummation of a future sexual encounter with another app member (Agger, 2010).  

User expectation of self-porn on social media and social geolocation sites operate under 

the guise of accelerated partner selectivity and on the principle of “oversharing”.  This 

term refers to the ease of disclosure of very intimate photos and very forward comments 

over digital networks that would not normally happen in person-to-person embodied 

socialization (Agger, 2010).  The medium, digital cell phone apps, becomes an initial step 

away from normal social convention.  The imagery, not of pornstars but of local people, 

also serves as a gateway to break down any inhibition towards meeting someone nearby 

willing to engage in an accelerated encounter of false sexual intimacy.  But, when used in 

this capacity, they represent an extension of pornography invading yet another form of 

modern technology and aggravate a sexually related problem by expanding access to 

pornography and indiscriminate sex.  Phillips (2015) summed up the meaning of self-

porn in relation to its appearance on dating and social connectivity sites: 
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The erotic visual play that starts online when exploring profiles has the goal of 

finding users that are geographically close to you and share some aesthetic and 

erotic preferences.  The production of pornographic images is strategic.  They are 

meant to hold and shape needed codes of communication. (p. 72) 

The quickly-accessed anonymous intimate photos and the potential corresponding 

sex serves as another degree of postmodern simulacrum, a counterfeit relationship 

masquerading as a real, authentic form of mature intimacy.  As previously mentioned, 

Lyotard (1979) made the latter-day observation that media and corresponding 

information processing machines would manipulate the visual to allow what Whitcomb 

(1997) observed as the “unmasking of pretensions”.  This is clearly made manifest 

through the use of portable hand-held mobile devices that allow people to carry porn in 

their pocket and declare their sexual intentions boldly and without obfuscation.  Both 

Baudrillard and Lyotard seemed to foresee contemporary behavior. 

The study of sexual addiction is a relatively young science.  Much is to be learned 

about the causes of addiction and the overlap of multi-factorial causes that create and 

maintain problematic behaviors.  Along a similar vein as Carnes (1983), Shaffer (1986; 

1987) wrote that addiction needs to be examined from the synergistic approach of 

combined psychological, social and biological factors that create the relationship between 

the addict and his/her object of addiction.  Hilton (2013) also argued that increasing 

research in brain chemistry and the inner dopamine rewards system propels the definition 

of SA forward, making it clear that the mesolimbic rewards system is tempered by shifts 

in the dopaminergic reward pathways related to learning and memory.  This includes 
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natural process behaviors like eating or sex.  Hilton then argued for the inclusion of 

neuroscience as a factor to examine in addiction etiology.  Similarly, Mechelmans, Irvine, 

Banca, Porter, Mitchell, Mole, Lapa, Harrison, Potenza, & Voon (2014) examined the 

link between incentive motivation theories and neural reactivity to sexually explicit cues.  

They concluded that the same dimension of attention bias present in drug-cue reactivity 

studies among substance abusers was also present among participants designated as 

compulsive sexual addicts adding to the idea that areas of the brain are susceptible to 

neural rewiring as a result of exposure to sexual images as a conditioned stimulus.  In 

practical terms, these findings can be added to Shaffer’s statement that forces of modern 

ever-sophisticating technology should also be included as a factor leading to 

contemporary addiction determination because there appears to be a direct effect on 

exposure and use of explicit material and the functioning of the brain. 

As the APA’s slowly unfolding rejection of HD, SA and PA over the years, the 

door has not been closed on recognizing the pertinence of treatment.  Even though the 

word “addiction” no longer appears in the current DSM-V, it appears that not every 

professional organization is on board with this thinking.  A signal has been sent by 

CACREP, the Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational 

Programs, that research and education in addiction will persist and that addicted 

individuals deserve to be included within the realm of access of competent treatment 

services.  A shift was made towards enhancing professional identity and clinical 

competency of counselors by adopting within the 2009 CACREP professional 

preparation standards the need to set a specialty standard for addiction counseling, 
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including process addictions such as gambling, video gaming and most relevant to this 

paper, sexually-related process addictions (Hagedorn, Culbreth, & Cashwell, 2014). 

Hagedorn (2009) estimates a mere 25 established treatment centers in the United 

States and only 606 properly prepared clinicians for an estimated 17 to 37 million 

Americans who have this problem (p. 342).  It is estimated that most people receiving 

treatment are at outpatient or private clinics being treated by people with little or no 

background in this particular science (Hagedorn, 2009).  Resort facilities do exist, such as 

Recovery Ranch in Malibu, CA but the associated costs would financially overwhelm the 

average wage earner.  The need for competent clinicians who specialize in this domain is 

undeniable.  Lacking a formalized diagnosis and corresponding diagnostic criteria, 

treatment approaches and treatment theory are not uniform and thus efficacy of treatment 

is also not uniform.  Corresponding educational programs to train SA counselors are 

insufficient and a competent, standardized curriculum of addiction counseling remains 

unavailable. 

As has been discussed, society barely registers a frown at the ubiquitous presence 

and use of porn.  Desensitized and tolerant to it, porn is allowed to morph in form and 

function and has become not only a standard of Internet websites, but has also become an 

integral part in social shaping and perspective taking among people profiling themselves 

in social media apps.  The latter provide a format for people to self-express, and be seen 

according to the third-person perspective the profiler intends to create.  New media and 

geolocation specific social connectivity apps arrive at a critical juncture in addiction 

recovery.  The research community and the APA do seem to have valid concerns 
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regarding the definition of pornography and the definition of addiction.  However, 

concerns in research and in terminology do not shrink expanding problems.  For a person 

seeking help in a postmodern technoporn friendly world, this kind of delay is 

unconscionable. 

The roots of acceptance of porn as a cultural construct had its ideological 

beginnings as early as the French Revolution and transformed as different philosophies 

ran parallel to world events.  The current trend of postmodern philosophy, while 

intending to be innocently inclusive and unrestrictive, seems to have contributed to a 

reckless acceptance of porn as a natural form of art and expression.  This has only 

facilitated an addiction to it.  Hilton & Watts (2011) believe that the public’s attitude of 

“constrained indulgence” is contributing to a public health crisis as previously recognized 

by Eberstadt & Layden (Layden, 2010).  Together, their collective argument is that the 

dynamics fueling porn consumption are poorly understood and that porn consumption 

constitutes a detriment to individual and public health.  They argue for appropriate 

education programs, warnings as to the hazardous nature of pornography and for 

appropriate primary, secondary and tertiary treatment programs. 

This leads the public and the treatment community to an inarguable paradox: how 

does a pornography addict seek help to overcome a problem that still lacks recognition 

and diagnostic criteria from the only organization that can formally make official its 

existence?  And how does a pornography addict negotiate control over the addiction in a 

porn-friendly and technological society that creates ever more sophisticated methods to 

easily wander the terrain and indulge in pornographic imagery? 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Background of the Study 

This study is designed to examine the opinions of clinicians treating PA, 

specifically seeking to learn how counselors in the field of PA define pornography, what 

treatment strategies are most effective, what core counseling competencies in treatment 

of PA should counselors possess and how technology has played a role in the 

exacerbation of PA throughout society.  This section is dedicated to the research design 

of this study and will present the corresponding methodology and process of data 

analysis.  Subtopics pertinent to this section include: research rationale, context of study, 

data sources, data collection methods, data management, transferability and 

trustworthiness and ethical considerations. 

Research Questions 

This study seeks to generate answers from clinicians practicing in the field to the 

following questions: 

• What is pornography and what are the experiences and perceptions of clinicians 

regarding pornography addiction training and related competencies? 

• How has the role of technology affected the overall use of porn among clientele 

and what strategies have been personally discovered to help mitigate the severity 

of addiction aggravated by technology? 
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• Which theoretical orientations and which specific treatment approaches, 

interventions and strategies have rendered the most efficient countermeasure to 

persons seeking a reduction in use and sobriety? 

Rationale of the Study 

From the POV of ethnography, merely investigating the proliferation of porn in 

society fails to take into account the emotional turmoil and emotional price PA has on 

people devastated by it.  People truly addicted to porn report not enjoying what they do, 

rather they feel enslaved by it (Carnes, 2001).  Disembodied pornography channeled 

through the prism of a mouse and monitor can wreak havoc on embodied, real-life 

activities of daily living and real-life human relationships and cause or exacerbate 

existing conditions of depression and anxiety (Gilliland, 2010).  Very often, the true 

presence of addiction and the overlap of intense shame are not revealed until shared 

therapeutically with another human being.  Such realities are not popular in a porn-

sharing community or in a pornified world where only the thrill of acting out is 

acknowledged. 

The complications to life caused by porn only come to light when such damage is 

discovered unintentionally by a spouse or employer, or disclosed to a professional 

employed in the practice of helping people work through addictions.  It is the latter detail 

where much of the focus of this paper will rest.  Because in-depth studies on counselors 

servicing the population of porn addicts are so few (Drew & Chaney, 2004; Fong, 2006; 

Ayers & Haddock, 2009; Hinman, 2013), a qualitative approach to generating data will 

be implemented to ascertain the understanding of counselors serving in this field.  For 
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this reason, working ethnographically from an exclusive POV of porn addicts would 

possibly exclude the express insight of addiction counselors practicing different strategies 

to help people recover from PA and regain control of their lives. 

This paper looks at this topic from the point of view of an instrumental case study.  

An instrumental case study is useful for this research as by design, instrumental case 

studies help shed light on the existence of a certain phenomenon that might be observable 

but whose etiology has otherwise gone unidentified (Glesne, 2011).  Each participating 

counselor will constitute an individual case. 

In addition to this, consensus methodology will be utilized to help direct and 

define the data as it emerges because of its strength in identifying best practices (Murphy, 

Black, Lamping, McKee, Sanderson, Askham, & Marteau, 1998; Bowling, 2002).  Ager, 

Boothby & Wessells (2007) wrote that program effectiveness could be established 

through experts’ shared views of empirically generated knowledge.  It is possible that 

these same researchers’ conclusions about program effectiveness could extend to the 

effectiveness of therapeutic treatment as received by individuals who present for help in 

their clinician’s office.  Consensus methodology places high value and respect on 

individual expertise and diversity of experience, and is particularly useful in the 

expansion of a knowledge base (Kolb, 1984).  While each clinician will be interviewed 

individually, the combined data from the entire participant pool will allow thematic 

identification of categorical best practices to emerge.  This would allow consensus to be 

reached as to what is most effective in terms of ESTs.  Pertinent to this research is the 

idea that some clinicians already practice using effective ESTs, and implement them 
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regularly, but awareness of this effectiveness has not been made widespread.  Here the 

research questions will be directed towards the participant clinicians attempting to 

generate a direct phenomenological extraction of their opinions and efforts towards 

successful real-life clinical application in treatment of this issue. 

The framework of this study will be anchored in a grounded theory-based 

ethnography of counselors’ work with porn-addicted clients.  The clients themselves will 

not be interviewed nor will they be contacted.  What is being sought here is therapeutic 

perspective.  There is not much known about what strategies are most effective (Hinman, 

2013).  It is a standard belief that recovery is possible but knowing exactly what works to 

induce recovery needs to be identified.  Glesne (2011) argued that qualitative research is 

a good fit for the analysis of problems where the solution is not openly visible.  Creswell 

(2007) also made the point that qualitative research is most suitable when an in-depth 

analysis would lead to a deep understanding of a complex issue.  Marshall and Rossman 

(2006) argued that in relation to addiction training, the interview of experts in the field is 

crucial to the categorization of best practices. 

Generally, the methodology of grounded theory allows researchers to break free 

of any ethnographic qualitative constraints by allowing elements of their narrative to be 

studied from a phenomenological lens.  As opposed to starting with a strict theoretical 

algorithm, grounded theory permits data to be interpreted in a transformational, emergent 

way allowing hypothesis formation to occur while simultaneously collecting data (Corbin 

& Strauss, 1990).  On-going constant comparison of data is vital to grounded theory 
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because the continuous comparative analysis eventually reveals the previously hidden 

variables that permit hypothesis formation. 

Grounded-theory permits researchers to experience a kind of psychomotor 

analytical movement.  Researchers step in and out of the data collection process to 

engage various tasks.  They analyze material, conceptualize data into categories and 

refine possible hypotheses.  These ‘iterations” are the hallmark of grounded theory 

research (Lingard, Albert, & Levinson, 2008).  The objective is to reach saturation, the 

point where enough iterative work is accomplished.  This means that enough analysis has 

been done so that predominant conceptual categories begin to emerge.  At this point, the 

researcher is encouraged to resume data collection and then again step back into analysis 

until the concepts reach a point of pronouncement, or saturation, where clear 

conceptualizations have been reached. 

Knowing what clinicians actually do who offer services for people with PA and 

whether or not what they practice actually works carries an air of mystery.  There just 

really isn’t much research dedicated to this topic (Hertlein & Piercy, 2008).  Instrumental 

case studies allow examination of topics by interviewing people with “in the trenches.”  

Grounded theory could best guide this kind of research because what practitioners in the 

field actually do may be different from written theoretical constructs that discuss 

potential strategies.  Berg (2001) acknowledged the benefit of quantitative or measurable 

research methods but nonetheless added that “Quality refers to the what, how, when and 

where of thing-its essence and ambiance” (p. 3).  It is not enough to merely know that 

clients present at therapy for help with PA, it is essential to know the history of how the 
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PA took root and how historically it evolved to become an addiction.  As such, people 

might be in different manifestations of the disorder during therapy and it may be 

incumbent on the therapist to engage in more exact intervention strategies related to a 

specific stage of symptom development along the addictive pathway.  In other words, the 

essence and ambiance of the problem might evolve during treatment.  The symptomology 

might exhibit more or less pronounced episodes of dysfunction as the client grapples with 

shame and other dysphoric mood states as life details are identified and as they emerge.  

Merely knowing how often the acting out happens would not be precise enough for 

treatment.  Insight from therapists treating clients would be essential to help identify 

effective ESTs for clinical use and for program design. 

Bankes, Boss, Cochran, Duemer, McCrary, & Salazar (2002) describe the 

relevance of instrumental case studies as they permit “A solid understanding of historical 

context . . . and helps the reader better understand the motives of the individuals involved 

in the events described herein, and establishes historical parallels that make findings 

relevant to contemporary practice” (p. 31).  Treating clients is in itself a form of historical 

context that unravels.  What is typically presented in intake is not usually as robust in 

detail as what further sessions reveal.  As more data and details are disclosed, it is 

possible that treatment techniques and strategies shift to fit the emergence of newer 

clinical data.  This paper attempts to address opinions about PA and what training a 

clinician treating PA may have had and if the techniques aligned with that training create 

salient and robust ESTs.  This paper does not attempt to address the quality of the 

training received.  Rather, the interest is on the personal historical data that could lead a 
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therapist to perceive competency in their own SA practice and to identify what they 

perceive to be highly effective. 

Interestingly, the prevalent ideological reluctance towards strict rules that seems 

to permeate contemporary society has also helped open the door to qualitative research 

being interpreted as a credible method of scientific inquiry.  Modern sociological 

research relies on the metaphor of modern, present and novel life variables being fluid 

like water capable of draining off in endless directions.  Baumann (2000) postulated that 

exploration of the deeper dimensions of life through the POV of “liquid modernity” 

naturally pairs research extensions into the qualitative realm.  Similarly, qualitative 

research approaches eschew the strict formulaic rules of quantitative research by 

asserting that such strategies are often used to elevate certain conclusions over others 

because the research format is perceived to be more highly scientific (Giangreco & 

Taylor, 2003).  The latter could exclude relevant variables only because they were not 

countable.  Qualitative researchers argue against this tenet asserting that research done 

through measurable mathematic quantitative approaches establish a hierarchy of a 

“preferred scientific method” over strategies that could be just as revelatory.  Qualitative 

research embraces the concept of personal worldview, permitting knowledge to be 

interpreted as “partial, situated and contextual” (Richardson, 1990) as opposed to 

quantitative measures, which might overlook significant findings because the research 

method did not enjoy the approving nod of mainstream scientific authority. 

Qualitative inquiry as an ideological system emphasizes that there can be multiple 

forms of why things happen and that blanket conclusions tend to overlook valuable 
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factors.  This is relevant as interviewing is a significant part of instrumental case studies 

and interviews of different therapist participants treating PA would by nature yield 

different findings. Biklan & Duchan (1994) wrote: 

The aim is not to arrive at a perceived, single truth, but rather to understand 

various interpretations of phenomena.  This approach to research does not lend 

itself easily to quantitative methods, but rather to qualitative approaches that 

allow one to discover naturally occurring, unexpected irregularities and make 

sense of the complexities of the data.” (p. 177) 

Interviewing in grounded theory demands “flexibility and an openness to whatever comes 

up in the field” (Watt, 2007).  This makes more fertile the benefit of semi-structured 

interviewing as relevant additional subtopics of inquiry can be explored as they relate to 

the person being interviewed.  Such a position allows for the exploration of subjective 

states difficult to quantify because they may not fit preconceived parameters of traditional 

quantitative measurement.  Yet, they might still reveal highly significant insight that 

might not be reportable in Likert-based questionnaires.  This is consistent with research 

on PA, as many of the dynamics of the addictive process do not lend themselves to an 

easy quantification of private events or unconscious mental processes (Stoller, 1991; 

Spurr, 2009). 

Qualitative research methods have been chosen as the vehicle for data collection 

and interpretation because the nuances and dynamics that form PA in a person will never 

fall under blanket criteria.  Effective treatment for some persons with PA might fit for 

other persons with PA who exhibit, multicultural or behavioral dynamics distinct from 
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typical persons who submit to a quantitative assessment of their behavior and who do not 

fall into typical measurement parameters.  As such, the work of the researcher using a 

qualitative approach is to emphasize descriptive data gathering in natural settings 

(Creswell, 2007), such as the office of a therapist, and to use a form of inductive thinking 

that opens the therapist to a greater understanding of the client’s worldview (Bogdan & 

Biklan, 2007).  In addition to this, because grounded theory techniques are often broad 

and open-ended in nature (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998), the creation of sociological 

constructs and corresponding theoretical categories is enhanced by the iterative role of 

the researcher, grasping heretofore unidentified insight and incorporating it into a grander 

scheme as it is revealed through the interview process.  This allows the construction of 

theory from data as essential categories are brought to a saturated conceptualization and 

literally pop up or emerge from the coded information gathered (Charmaz, 1990). 

Conducting in-depth semi-structured interviews does carry some degree of 

constraint and disadvantage.  Gomm (2004) defines interviewing as a “fact-producing 

interaction” and is a strategy to acquire as many relevant facts as possible.  Several 

variables could affect the successful outcome of interviewing.  Personality factors of the 

interviewer and his/her ability to connect to and relate to the interviewee will make or 

break the interview.  Newton (2010) discussed the success of the interview process as 

hinging on the ability to clearly communicate the right kinds of probing questions in a 

nonjudgmental way.  He also acknowledged the interviewer’s need to allow the 

respondent to talk freely while attentively listening to their responses as requisites for 
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quality rapport building with an interviewee.  If interviewers are lacking in any of such 

abilities or qualities, a successful result could be questionable. 

Additionally, time and temporal concerns are a necessary component to any 

interview, which may not always favor the researcher.  It could be easily conceptualized 

that time passes by too quickly or is not sufficient to explore the variables at hand 

because of other demands that warrant the attention of the participant (Sandelowski, 

1999).  As an interview is essentially a discursive interchange, requisite opportunity to 

fully actualize the potential of that interchange could be compromised by the clock 

running out.  Because it is such a logistically necessary component to quality interviews, 

it behooves both interviewer and interviewee to have enough time to fully cover the 

topics being explored. 

Cost is another factor that could hamper the interview process.  The financial 

resources necessary to complete any qualitative study are usually not limitless (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000).  Because the goal of this research is to gather data from a variety of 

clinicians across the country, travel to and from interview sites might prove to be costly 

and thus not practical.  Technology will be an important consideration in data collection, 

especially in relation to mounting travel costs.  Merriam & Tisdell (2016) pointed out that 

similar to time, the cost of appropriate technology could hamper the successful collection 

of data.  While this is not anticipated to be an issue in this study, the economic cost of 

conducting research should always be a prime concern for any research project.  Barbour 

(2001) also warned that an overzealous and “overly prescriptive” fixation on details could 
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challenge the scientific rigor of the research by permitting the “tail to wag the dog” 

meaning that the data collected is too influenced by the logistics of how it is collected. 

Barbour’s concerns could be relevant as Skype interviews and similar online 

synchronous formats would help address that variable but could present a less than 

perfect dynamic because technology does not always lend itself to fully efficient 

communication.  It is assumed that the technology in possession of the participant will be 

current, but it might occur that some possess outdated formats.  In that regard, the mode 

of interviewing might not render the same kind of response the participant might give in 

different circumstances.  While convenience of the participant is a major priority, a 

participant might not interpret the same degree of importance if the interview is not done 

in person and is done in an electronic format.  However, because of the great geographic 

distance between the researcher and some of the various participants, it is hoped that an 

understanding of distance would not impede thorough involvement during the interview 

process. 

The decision to use a qualitative approach versus a quantitative approach often 

causes the researcher to make decisions that straddle the argument between which line of 

data gathering would produce the most practical results.  Quantitative measures are by 

nature meant to be measurable or countable.  They must be replicable, meaning that 

anyone anywhere should be able to replicate or reproduce the study and end up with the 

same or similar results if the methodology is carefully recreated.  These results should be 

transferable to the greater population, allowing the results to be applied in any number of 

like settings.  Issues of validity and reliability are always addressed in quantitative 
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research in relation to participant sampling, measurement tools, data gathering and data 

analysis techniques.  Qualitative research is somewhat distinct from this line of 

reasoning. 

Qualitative research carries the belief that meaning in life is culture-driven and 

that there is no exact way to replicate studies because people are so diverse and 

phenomenological experience so vast that it renders unlikely the notion of replicating a 

study with equal precision and exactness.  Qualitative research is based on uniqueness 

and credibility.  In qualitative research, the concept of quantitative reliability is replaced 

with the concept of qualitative credibility meaning that there is a credible degree of 

likelihood that the results of a study of one population could be transferred credibly to 

other like populations (Glesne, 2011).  Credibility is achieved through triangulation of 

saturated themes generated from the data through post-data gathering review with data 

sources and with focus groups who are knowledgeable about the topic being explored 

(Berg & Lune, 2012). 

The argument against qualitative work is that the results cannot be quantitatively 

generalized to the greater population.  While the value and necessity of generalizability 

are prioritized in quantitative research, qualitative research counters this deficit by posing 

the concept of transferability, implying that knowledge and results can be transferred 

between the sample of participants and other groups of people who are much like them.  

Results in qualitative research are considered to be transferable to other similar, 

representative populations.  In this vein, understanding that there will be no blanket 

solution to the treatment of PA, researching clinicians qualitatively would allow for a 
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transfer of a significant knowledge base, (highly effective ESTs) to other clinicians 

dedicated to the same mission of treating people suffering from this problem.  While 

clientele would obviously be unique in each clinic, the most effective strategies discussed 

in this study should be transferable from therapist to therapist from a treatment 

perspective regardless of region.  From this study, a practical application of qualitative 

results is possible. 

Context of the Study 

This study will be based in Southern California but will not be confined to a 

single geographic area.  The rationale for this will be explained below.  Some participants 

will be from the greater Los Angeles metropolitan area.  But, by virtue of the Internet and 

the opportunities that Skype-based technologies offer, clinicians from across the United 

States will be invited to participate.  Additional areas in the United States include New 

England, North and South Dakota, Oregon, Texas, Arizona, Florida, and Tennessee. 

Persons from outside the Los Angeles area will be interviewed via phone or Skype.  

Persons from within the Los Angeles area will be interviewed in person, or by phone or 

via Skype, according to the wishes and convenience of the participant.  From whatever 

region they hail, participants will choose the mode of interview most suitable to them and 

their schedules.  The counselors selected will be persons who have been serving the PA 

population for at least two years. 

This study intends to be representative of clinicians who treat people who present 

for help with PA.  While client demographics might shift from region to region and be 

somewhat different in each area, the possibility of developing PA seems to cross cultures 
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and not be a respecter of geographic boundaries (Janssen, 2002; Weir, 2014).  Access to 

major porn servers, such as Pornhub, is available to anyone with an Internet connection 

regardless of geographic region.  It is just as likely that persons addicted to specific sites 

and specific categories of porn would be found anywhere Internet connectivity can be 

established.  Spurred on by aforementioned variables of lightning-fast delivery, 

accessibility, affordability, and anonymity, both urban and suburban, city-dwellers and 

country folk alike appear to be equally as at risk for developing addiction to porn sites 

and to self-pornified material posted on social media apps.  While living in large cities 

might expose persons to more sexually suggestive communications, such as advertising 

found in billboards, Internet and cable TV are now standard fare found in American 

households and across the world allowing equal access to both soft and hardcore forms of 

pornography regardless of geographic area. 

Data Sources 

The research and data gathered for this study will be generated from various 

sources.  The main source of focus will be the individual, semi-structured in depth 

interviews.  But, data will also be derived from research on pornography as found in 

books and professional journal articles.  Insight on contemporary uses of porn will also 

be drawn from contemporary hardcopy newspapers and magazines as well as online 

periodicals, weblogs and published online commentaries.  An additional source of data 

will be the real-time observations made of the participants by the researcher during their 

actual interviews.  Participants will be asked the same questions during their interview.  

However, each participant’s answers might engender further inquiry in unanticipated 
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directions.  The interview material will be recorded.  If necessary, follow-up questions 

will be asked in additional interviews for items needing further clarification. 

The accompanying literature review for the study will provide not only an 

ideological explanation of how porn grew to be so widely accessible in contemporary 

times, but also explain how an understanding of the definition of porn and of addiction 

have been subject to evolution and change especially as these concepts intersect with 

ever-modernized technology.  The background information as detailed in the literature 

review is to serve as a backdrop for the kinds of PA that counselors might encounter 

among their clientele who present for help with this problem.  The literature review will 

be a key component to help the reader understand the existence of any possible forms of 

convolution between the definitions of porn and addiction and of any porn-related 

behavior that clinicians might encounter among people who present for treatment.  It is 

likely that the ever-mutating nature and use of pornography will present nuances of 

addictive behavior that have heretofore gone unseen or not observed at all among 

practitioners. 

There are potential risks in using these types of data.  Because the material under 

review is examining people whose lives have grown unmanageable because of PA, the 

corresponding literature slants towards porn use as an unhealthy expression of personal 

sexuality.  The literature also leans towards the addictive nature of the material itself, but 

not towards any variables of personality that might predispose someone to be at risk for 

developing PA.  Variables of personality, though, might need to be explored in the final 

section where the results are analyzed and discussed.  It is also conceivable that people do 
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use porn in moderation and that use could be beneficial to them, much like the 

comparison between an alcoholic and someone who enjoys only a single glass of wine at 

dinner.  This thinking might explain the shift from the use of the word “addiction” in the 

DSM-V to the use of the concept of “use disorder”.  For the purposes of this research, 

porn is considered to be a risk factor for unhealthy addictive behavior.  However, it might 

also occur that some of the clinicians to be interviewed might recount occasions when 

clients have had a positive experience with pornography.  While the latter is not 

anticipated, it is possible that some clinicians work to help their clients regain control 

over their lives while still including an expression of their sexual selves via porn use but 

in moderation. 

Both in-person and Skype interviews will allow the researcher to observe non-

verbal communication that accompanies the interviewees’ answers.  Non-verbal 

communication, such as squirming or adjusting oneself in their chair upon hearing a 

sensitive question or making a facial grimace, could reveal intensity of reaction to a topic 

and could reveal a deeper non-verbally expressed opinion.  These would of course be 

quite significant.  There is some risk to a loss of non-verbal body language using Skype 

(Janghorban, Roudsari, & Taghipour, 2014).  Because there is a less full observation of 

head-to-toe non-verbal body language by the limited visual perspective of the interviewee 

through a computer monitor, some aspects of communication may be not as robust or 

intense as person-to-person contact.  However, since actual clients of counselors are not 

being interviewed, the degree of counselors’ squirming behavior triggered by sensitive 

questions is not highly anticipated. 
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In regards to weblogs, the inherent risk is that while the writer might be exposing 

some aspect of porn use to illustrate its danger, there is no real way of knowing if that is 

the blogger’s sole intent.  It could very well be that the negative write-up of the effects of 

porn use could in reality be a form of exposing a forbidden fruit that tempts people to log 

on and explore the site’s offerings because the blogger might have an undisclosed 

financial stake in the popularity of the site.  Often, telling people not to do something or 

presenting that warning, generates enough appeal to encourage indulgence in what they 

have been warned to avoid.  Feigned concern could be enough to masquerade a true 

intent to generate revenue. 

A final risk to this kind of research is the phenomenological reaction this material 

could present to the interviewees or to the readers of this paper.  It is possible that the 

material under investigation be perceived by some to be sexually tantalizing.  It is the 

intention of the researcher to do all in his power to explore the topic of pornography 

without the reader feeling that he or she is having a pornographic experience.  This will, 

of course, depend heavily on the cultural worldview of the reader and the degree to which 

the reader is informed of the various kinds of pornographic expression and of its 

addictive qualities.  It is hoped that neither the readers of this paper nor the interviewees 

in this paper will perceive the material beyond its clinical intention and be triggered to act 

out according to their own struggles with PA if they potentially have them. 

A blend of purposive and snowball sampling will be used to find participants for 

this study.  These are both non-probable forms of sampling but nonetheless allow the 

topic to be explored among individuals who would naturally find themselves, working 
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with this population.  Because each is important, both types of sampling will be explained 

as they relate to this research. 

Purposive sampling is also known as judgment sampling and is based on the idea 

that certain participants are more suited to the research in question because of specific 

qualities they possess that are relevant to the questions being explored (Campbell, 1955; 

Karmel & Jain, 1987; Bernard, 2002).  Purposive sampling is highly useful for the study 

of a very specific population and is quite effective in targeting highly knowledgeable 

experts who specialize in a certain field (Tongco, 2007).  In purposive sampling, a small 

target population is identified that meets the needs of the research criteria that governs the 

elements being investigated in the study.  A crucial step in purposive sampling is to 

identify which qualities are most desirable to allow a person to qualify to be a part of a 

study (Tongco, 1007).  Extending this concept, Allen (1971), and Lewis & Sheppard 

(2006) identified the capacity of the participant to be culturally literate in the topic of 

research as a critical element in gathering appropriate data.  Thus, from among the wider 

population of counselors or therapists, only those who specialize in treating PA will be 

invited to serve as participants in the data gathering process. 

Guest, Bunce, & Johnson (2006) wrote that purposive sampling fits well with 

consensus methods as using a small sample of experts in the field allows researchers to 

reach thematic saturation quickly thus making large sample sizes unnecessary.  While 

this alone appears to present a form of bias in the research, this same bias seems to be 

better structured to efficiently focus on the research questions being addressed.  

Purposive sampling would thus better inform the goals of the research by targeting 
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specific informants wherein to gather relevant data.  It would not make much sense to 

gather the opinions of counselors who specialize in other domains, such as grief and loss 

or eating disorders.  Inclusion of the latter might cause deviation from the insight and 

knowledge that is sought in this study. 

Purposively interviewing professionals who specialize in treating PA allows the 

inclusion of “key informants” (Tremblay, 1957; Poggie, 1972) who could serve as 

appropriate “guides to the culture” (Tongco, 2007).  Accordingly, therapists who treat PA 

are the best ones to have a window on how to help people transition from a dependence 

on porn to a life free of it.  This sampling method is also known to help provide sought-

after information quickly.  Therefore, purposive sampling allows appropriate data to be 

generated from among relevant professionals whose work is germane to the research in 

question quickly and efficiently (Bernard, 2002).  A drawback to the use of purposive 

sampling is that the sample size tends to remain relatively small as opposed to 

quantitative research methods where sample sizes tend to be measurably much larger 

(Campbell, 1955).  With fewer participants, bias is likely to be a variable but this kind of 

research seeks to isolate the few from among the many and such bias is likely to help 

render credible results. 

Purposive sampling is sometimes used alongside snowball sampling.  Snowball 

sampling is simply the use of one participant or informant to suggest another whose 

attributes are highly aligned with the criteria for participant selection (Bernard, 2002).  

This method allows for a greater generation of potential participants to potentially 

become a part of a study.  Purposive sampling as a technique does not by definition rely 
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on participants to identify other potential participants but snowball sampling does exactly 

that.  Snowball sampling by direction seeks additional participants based on criterion-

specific recommendation of those already participating.  Snowball sampling carries the 

value of allowing researchers to identify specific, isolated and even hidden populations 

allowing sampling from among people who might otherwise not be noticeable. 

Vogt (1999) defined snowball sampling as a technique that identifies suitable 

participants by inter-subject identification.  Snowball sampling belongs to the family of 

link-tracing methods, which exploit variables of social connection among people whose 

identity or behavior might be otherwise concealed (Spreen, 1992; Thomson, 1997).  

Profiting from membership in an “inner circle”, snowball sampling allows for an ever-

widening set of relevant and suitable participants who share a common bond (Berg, 

1988).  According to the theoretical underpinnings of this sampling method, it is likely 

that the exploitation of the concept of acquaintanceship would render a chain-referral 

reaction to the identification and recruitment of potential participants (Atkinson & Flint, 

2001).  Thus, it is likely that some practitioners will know others who might be interested 

in being part of the study. 

Snowball sampling is often a door that opens to participants from marginalized 

populations who might have a need to remain unnoticed or for whom trust must first be in 

place before any contact is initiated (Atkinson & Flint, 2001).  Generating data from 

concealed groups is necessary to ascertain deep meaning about them, but it is not a given 

that sample populations will be easy to find.  Groups of persons who have a significant 

impact on society such as drug dealers, income tax cheaters, or human traffickers are 
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populations unlikely to spontaneously come forward and self-identify.  In a similar vein, 

high school dropouts, undocumented workers or HIV infected people are other examples 

of populations where anonymity is tantamount to personal security.  Research examining 

those and similar groups who prize the need to be unknown is difficult to conduct 

because participants do not usually choose to willingly disclose such status because of 

social stigmatization (Faugier & Sargeant, 1997).  Trust then becomes an attribute that 

leads to privileged access.  As per the theory behind snowball sampling, a member of one 

such group might also know other members willing to come forward and tell their story if 

the requisite degree of trust and confidence in the researcher is established. 

Counselors who treat PA also share commonalities with concealed groups in the 

vein that advertising oneself as a specialist in PA somewhat discloses to others why 

people present for treatment in their offices.  There are private resort facilities that openly 

advertise a broad range of SA treatment, such as The Meadows in Phoenix, AZ or 

Luminance Recovery Center in San Juan Capistrano, CA.  But, typical clinicians in 

private practice or those who work for a public agency are guided by ethical constraints 

of always maintaining client confidentiality and privacy.  Therefore, it may not be openly 

apparent to the casual passer-by that PA treatment occurs in their respective facilities.  

Thus, PA specialists might only be known to others offering the same services who 

perhaps met at conferences, or through other collaborative efforts. 

The risks of snowball sampling are that bias is again woven into the theoretical 

construct.  Randomness is not an element of snowball sampling.  Participants are brought 

into the study based on a link to participants who are already a part of the data collection.  
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In PA, the risk is run of their being an overfocus on one particular fetish or one particular 

form of pornography.  While a thorough knowledge of therapist clientele is not necessary 

for this study, it is possible that one clinician might have an abundance of clients 

struggling with one particular manifestation of the addiction, such as gay porn, and little 

experience treating other forms of the addiction.  While such differences are bound to 

exist, the results should nonetheless equip other counselors with additional skills to treat 

many different substrates of PA when clients present for treatment.  In snowball 

sampling, there is also the risk that even among extensive social networks, there are still 

isolated clinicians who might get overlooked because they do not openly publicize their 

interest in the field or do not belong to professional organizations where such awareness 

is made known (Griffiths, Gossop, Powis, & Strang, 1998). 

Because participants in snowball sampling are not randomly drawn, time 

constraints might tempt a researcher to move towards another nuance of bias.  If time and 

resources are strained, researchers could find themselves intentionally or otherwise 

unintentionally conducting what researchers have identified as “scrounge sampling”.  

Scrounge sampling is a form of snowball sampling where the researcher is under such 

heavy pressures to fill participant quotas that literally anyone remotely possessing the 

desired criteria is admitted to the study (Groger, Mayberry, & Straker, 1999).  

Representativeness and transferability could be challenged if sampling becomes victim to 

scrounge methods.  However, scrounge sampling is not intrinsic to qualitative research 

and it is easy to imagine quantitative results being equally as marred by pressures to 

reach participant totals. 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

176 

All counselors for this study will participate on a volunteer basis.  No form of 

coercions will exist to force anyone to be a part of the study.  Participants will have to 

meet certain criteria.  They must have been licensed for at least two years and their 

license must be in good standing with their state ethics boards and with their respective 

professional associations.  Licensed marriage and family therapists (LMFT), licensed 

professional counselors (LPC), licensed clinical social workers (LCSW), licensed 

psychologists (PhD and PsyD) and psychiatrists (MD) will all be acceptable license-

holders for participation in this study.  In addition to this, they must self-report a specialty 

in treating people with PA.  It is possible that persons possessing CSAT status (Certified 

Sexual Addiction Therapist) will also participate.  CSAT status is a title earned by 

completing a private program created by Dr. Patrick Carnes, a pioneer in the SA research 

field.  It is not a state-generated license but is recognition of an adjunct form of 

therapeutic training.  Even with or without this additional status, the titles of counselor, 

clinician and therapist will be used interchangeably and will denote the mental health 

professional who is providing treatment.  

The research for this study will be in accordance with ethical principles of 

participant selection as put forward by the National Research Act in 1974.  Also referred 

to as the Belmont Report, the 1974 guidelines point to fair and impartial procedures 

related to participant selection.  They underscore the need for respect of persons entitled 

to protections, beneficence and social justice.  While an in-depth description of each 

component of the Belmont Report is not included in this paper, the ethical principles and 
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guidelines put forth 1974 will adopted as a key theoretical underpinning of the participant 

selection process. 

Data Collection Methods 

Following an extensive literature review, purposive snowball sampling will take 

place and willing volunteer participants will be identified.  Data will be collected by 

means of semi-structured interviews.  Research holds that interviews are an appropriate 

mechanism for the kind of data collection to be generated for a qualitative study (Taylor 

& Bogdan, 1998).  Semi-structured interviews seem to correspond well to the principles 

of grounded theory because they allow an open-ended framework that permits additional 

probing, if appropriate, following the administration of pre-set questions (Rowley, 2012; 

Farooq, 2015).  Because of the phenomenological exploration that interviews allow, it is 

conceivable that rich meaning of the content of the interviewee’s inner world will be 

made accessible (Shenton, 2004).  Qualitative interviewing will allow clinicians to 

clearly state for themselves what works in treating PA and what does not work.  What 

will be left to the purview of the interviewee is the mode of interview.  Because of the 

challenge that distance and geography bring to this study, Los Angeles area participants 

will be given the opportunity to be interviewed in person, via telephone or via Skype.  

Participants from states outside California or outside the country will be given the 

opportunity to choose between either a phone or Skype interview session. 

In-person interviews are a staple of qualitative field research (Patton, 1990; 

Taylor & Bogdan, 1998; Berg, 2001; Novick, 2008; Berg & Lune, 2012).  Increasingly, 

other modes of interview methods have gained in popularity and practicality because of 
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the possibilities they bring to link people to research who might otherwise be left out.  

Interviewing done via telephone is one such method, which has proven to be just as rich 

and beneficial as traditional face-to-face interviewing (Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004).   

Previously, telephone interviewing was interpreted as inferior to the traditional in-person 

format (Gillham, 2005).  However, current research in the mode of telephone 

interviewing supports the idea of it being a salient form of information gathering (Irvine, 

Drew, & Sainsbury, 2012). 

Burke & Miller (2001) discovered through their own use of the telephone to 

collect data that there are specific details that should be addressed by the researcher in 

order for phone interviews to be successful.  They divided their thoughts into three 

categories with each category posing certain requisite accomplished tasks at hand that 

lead to success.  The first phase is pre-interview preparation where the researchers work 

out fine logistical details such as scheduling, pre-testing of questions and crucial matters 

of simple courteous social convention.  They also recommended the communication of 

interview questions prior to the scheduled interview along with a letter of introduction 

explaining the purpose of the study. 

The second phase of phone interviewing involves efforts to get the interviewee to 

speak freely and with confidence.  During this stage, it has been recommended that 

interviewers contain any degree of surprise or shock to participant responses so as to not 

communicate any disapproval or personal bias (Judd, Smith, Eliot, & Kidder, 1999).  

During this phase, providing the interviewee with appropriate feedback for their time is 

crucial because it communicates rapport and gratitude for their time.  Such comments 
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also empower the interviewee to speak more frankly and openly and serve to deter any 

impulse on their behalf to self-censor or succumb to politically correct answers. 

The third phase, the post-interview phase is also important.  Burke & Miller 

(2001) strongly recommend revisiting the data.  This would be an immediate rereading of 

notes taken during the interview, even if it is taped, to make sure that accuracy, clarity 

and understanding are not lost or obfuscated.  The third phase also offers a direct 

opportunity to further engage polite rules of social convention by “wrapping up” the 

interview itself.  This phase allows an expression of gratitude and is a chance to exhibit 

professionalism and collegiality. 

Significant changes to the technological landscape have been wrought that expand 

the efficiency of qualitative research methods beyond the telephone. Another 

enhancement to face-to-to-face interviews that will be among the options offered to 

participants is the use of Skype, an Internet-based technology that allows for synchronous 

video interviewing of people geographically distanced from each other.  Skype is a form 

of voiceover Internet protocol (VoIP) and is more easily defined as a computer-based 

form of real-time videoconferencing that takes place between two or more persons 

simultaneously as if they were in an in-person conversation (Redlich-Amirav & 

Higginbotton, 2014).  Skype permits a monitor-to-monitor live verbal and visual 

interchange via the home or office computer and has been documented as being a reliable 

alternative to traditional in-person interviewing methods (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014).  

Hanna (2012) also wrote that Skype enhances the benefits of telephone interviewing as 

well as the traditional in-person face-to-face approach of traditional qualitative methods.  
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Moylan, Derr, & Lindhorst (2015) also concluded that new mediums of communication 

and the mobile nature of hand-held devices, where Skype is also accessible, can increase 

the efficiency of qualitative research. 

Whether the volunteers opt for in-person, via telephone or via Skype, being 

interviewed to ascertain competence could spark questionable feelings within the 

interviewee.  Because a possible reaction is for professional to feel their business life is 

being scrutinized by what is being explored, engendering dialogue in a cooperative 

manner that enhances and eases trust and self-disclosure is critical (Ozerdem, Bowd,  & 

Kassa, 2010; Glesne, 2011).  This fact seems to be no less true for this study.  This is an 

important step in the journey of data collection.  Therapists might have adopted an 

eclectic approach to treatment involving a blending of different theories and treatment 

strategies, and they might be sensitive to any hint of criticism of eclectic strategy 

creation.  Making efforts to ensure the strategies of the interviewed counselors are clear 

and thoroughly understood, as well as respected, cannot be overstated.  Efforts will be in 

place to avoid defensiveness, express gratitude and to stay within an appropriate 

analytical framework.  These comments will be infused throughout the interview. 

However, as research points out, the analytic rigor of an interview should not be 

lessened as otherwise there is a risk of valid research being compromised (Kline, 2008).  

Adhering to the concept of rigor can strengthen the validity of research conclusions and 

will invariably advance the science.  Fossey, Harvey, McDermott, & Davidson (2002) 

argued in favor of establishment of methodological rigor, procedural rigor and 

interpretive rigor as it relates to best practices and trustworthiness of qualitative findings.  



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

181 

Tobin & Begley (2004) described rigor as being “the means by which we show integrity 

and competence” (p. 390).  While the standards of rigor are most applicable to 

publishable findings, it can be argued that the same standard of clinical rigor is necessary 

for competent interviews of mental health care professionals. 

While it is possible to have a face-to-face experience with Skype, there are certain 

risks to Skype as well as risks to telephone interviews.  Both electronic mediums run the 

risk of running afoul of bad connections where segments of the interview suffer from 

poor audio quality (Seitz, 2016).  Potential poor audio quality could render entire chunks 

of the interview to be lost or misinterpreted.  As sophisticated as Internet connections are, 

it is not inconceivable that a connection could be spontaneously dropped as typically 

happens with any online Internet session.  The recording could also be challenged by loss 

of power, or background noise.  Other distractions and issues related to accurate reading 

of non-verbal cues also could arise (Seitz, 2016).  Ethical concerns also must be 

considered as material that is communicated electronically always leaves a digital 

footprint allowing for possible unintentional disclosure of identity (Sullivan, 2012). 

However, many researchers feel that the possibilities with Internet-based 

qualitative research by far outweigh any fears or concerns over their implementation 

(Markham, 2008; Sullivan, 2012; Deakin & Wakefield, 2014; Janghorban, Roudsari, & 

Taghipour, 2014).  Theoretically, technology allows for inclusion of previously sought-

after participants seemingly unable to be selected because the dispersal factor caused by 

too great a geographic distance would render some suitable participants unable to be 

included.  The inclusion of therapists from across the country would give an interesting 
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assessment of what works in treating PA and hearing their responses to the interview 

questions could reveal aspects of treatment that have gone otherwise unconsidered in 

different regions across the United States. 

Participant Selection 

Following the objectives of purposive and snowball sampling techniques as 

discussed above, this study will include as participants at least 10-12 counselors who treat 

PA who meet the licensing categories, years of experience and good professional 

standing as described previously.  The goal of 10-12 participants falls along the lines of a 

recent mixed-methods study where 7 counselors constituted the qualitative portion of 

participants (Hinman, 2013).  The latter number might appear to be small, but strict rules 

for sample size do not exist (Patton, 2002).  Strauss and Corbin (1990) did not designate a 

specific maximum number of participants in qualitative research.  However, sample sizes 

in qualitative research do tend to be much smaller than samples for quantitative research 

(Mason, 2010).  Creswell (2007) documented suggestions that range from 7-30 

participants as being sufficient to provide a good sample size to render credible findings. 

Guest, Bunce, & Johnson (2006) examined the question of numeric sufficiency and 

concluded that the vast majority of codes emerge with only six participants and that after 

twelve participants, nothing new is established.  Ritchie, Lewis, and Elam (2003) 

examined this phenomenon and likened it to a “point of diminishing returns” where 

larger samples simply fail to render new pieces of the puzzle.  In other words, simply 

generating more data or very large amounts of data does not necessarily translate into 

new meaning or new insight (Glaser & Straus, 1967).  Guest, Bunce, & Johnson (2006) 
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also wrote that a smaller purposive sample works well with consensus design especially 

when the sample is composed of specialists in the field of study.  Correspondingly, this 

study will seek the participation of at least 10 -12 volunteer counselors who self-describe 

as skilled and experienced in treating PA. 

The purpose and goal of the study is to gain a perspective of the participants’ 

opinions of the questions asked and to do so until reaching a point of saturation, where 

sought-after necessary perceptions are sufficiently uncovered.  To do this, frank and open 

honest communication and good rapport must underscore the time donated to the 

researcher by the interviewees (Newton, 2010).  Because of the potential to uncover 

unrecognized dynamics of this particular research area, a semi-structured interview 

format was used to allow both researcher and participant to pursue topics.  This format 

allows the interviewee to “explain or account for something” (Glesne, 2011) that other 

research endeavors in this area might have missed. 

As the discursive work begins, the ten commandments of qualitative interviewing 

will guide each individual session as envisioned by Salkind (1991) and Berg (2009).  

When these tips or pointers are followed, they permit the researcher to engage in pure 

ethnographic research and reap the most of his/her interviewing efforts.  The summary of 

these tips includes the need to be authentic and purposeful, prepared, and present with a 

professional appearance.  They also highlight the need to be respectful, cordial and 

appreciative and to demonstrate that appreciation by active listening.  Berg (2009) also 

encouraged the interviewer to not accept simple monosyllabic answers, such as “yes” or 

“no” but wrote of the need to gently push and probe if the interviewee seems prone to 
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yield to simple responses.  Above all, both researchers underscored the need to practice 

again and again, underscoring that practice at interviewing yields greater proficiency and 

better results. 

Interview Questions 

Interview items were based on several already-published studies on counselor 

training and counselor awareness of PA and SA.  Questions relating to prior training and 

counselor perception of the effectiveness of prior training were modeled after the 

Hagedorn (2009b) study which specifically sought out counselors’ beliefs on whether or 

not participating therapists perceived they were adequately prepared to offer services to 

clients of the SA population.  Previous studies by this same researcher (Hagedorn & 

Juhnke, 2005) also identified an increased need for counselor awareness of effective 

treatment strategies to help addicts return to a more manageable life.  They also identified 

an increased need to reduce counselor bias and establish counselor sensitivity towards 

this topic. 

Ridley, Mollen, & Kelly (2011) addressed the notion of microskills within the 

paradigm of expected counselor competencies and argued for the need for counselors to 

develop specific cognitive, affective and behavioral competencies that speak to specific 

presenting therapeutic issues.  Additionally, the concept of technoporn being a culture 

unto itself is a notion that this researcher could not disabuse during the preparation of this 

study.  Many current studies note the fusion between pornography and desktop computers 

as well as handheld mobile devices and tablets (Leiblum & Doring, 2002; Schneider, 

2002; Phillips, 2015; Licoppe, Riviere, & Morel, 2016).  Ahmed, Wilson, Henriksen, & 
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Jones (2011) wrote that mental health and human service professionals are obligated to 

become more multiculturally competent to avoid harming clients and to increase the 

efficiency of services rendered.  Competencies can include the expanding world of 

technology and its use in everyday living.  It is the assertion of the author of this paper 

that being a culturally-competent counselor includes an understanding of the complexities 

of the Internet porn world and the advances in technology that make porn, and the culture 

of porn, so difficult to set aside.  Questions relating to the definition of pornography and 

its intersection with modern technology are inspired directly from the work of these 

researchers. 

Finally, questions related to the identification of objective and effective ESTs and 

corresponding subcompetencies are modeled after those included in a similar study by 

Hinman (2013) who used a mixed-methods approach to ascertain counselor views of 

perceived PA treatment competencies.  Finally, the last question is of a metaqualitative 

nature and seeks to discover how dedication to this treatment population has changed the 

participants and how, if at all, their own sense of uniqueness in offering psychological 

services to people with this problem has prompted any nuance of their own personal 

evolution as counselors.  The entire pre-set list of prepared questions is included in 

Appendix C. 

Interview Process 

Multiple researchers highlight the need to build rapport and establish trust at the 

onset of the interview process (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975; Gomm, 2004; Glesne, 2011; 

Berg & Lune, 2012).  Rapport in qualitative research can be conceptualized as an 
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atmosphere of productive, positive feelings built on trust between the interviewer and 

participant that permit in-depth responses to the question and enhance the actualization of 

the goals of the interview (Newton, 2010).  Because the purpose of the interview is to 

glean as much information as possible from each participant, rapport will be a constant 

throughout the interview and not merely at the beginning. 

At the point of contact, each potential participant will be made aware of the 

purposes of the study as well as personal information about the researcher.  A written 

copy of the purpose of the study will be emailed to them for their reflection and review 

(see Appendix A).  Prior to the actual interviews, each participant will sign an informed 

consent document which acknowledges their participation is voluntary, that their 

permission is being given to be interviewed and recorded and that they have been made 

aware of any potential risks and the potential benefits of being a part of this study (see 

Appendix B).  Each interview will include various subcomponent questions to help 

maintain rapport and deepen the participant’s understanding of the purpose of the study.  

As per courteous social convention, personal introductions will be made at the onset and 

any questions pertaining to the researcher’s background or interest in the topic will be 

answered. 

Next, the purpose of the study will again be reviewed and any questions related to 

purpose will be addressed (see Appendix A).  Following this step, the semi-structured 

format of the interview will be described as will the expectation of confidentiality.  The 

participant will then be asked to fill out a short demographic survey (see Appendix D).  

For those persons choosing to participate via Skype or via telephone, the demographic 
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survey and request to record will be emailed to them prior to the scheduled interview 

date.  After these forms are completed, the actual interview dates can be scheduled and 

the process of interviewing will begin.  Following this, the interviews will be transcribed 

and sent out to the participants for review and any additional comments should there be 

further comments they might like to make. 

The interview questions will unravel in a similar way for each volunteer 

participant.  However, should a participant mention a topic as part of their answer that is 

not exclusively addressed by the prepared questions, a new line of discussion will be 

pursued to probe how that new topic fits in to their thinking and reasoning.  The 

questions themselves will be single-focused but open-ended with the hope that the 

participants feel confident enough to wax deeply in their answers.  But, the questions will 

not be so open so as to imply abstraction, which could obfuscate the discovery of insight.  

It is expected that a line of probing questions also be utilized to extract further meaning 

should unanticipated topics arise.  As is the goal of grounded theory, the researcher will 

plan additional times for follow-up questions, if needed, so as to arrive at a point of 

theoretical saturation. 

Ethical Considerations 

This study will be conducted according to the ethical principles of research as 

outlined in the American Counseling Association’s Code of Ethics.  This same ethical 

code has been adopted by the College of Education at Texas Tech University.  The 

commencement of research will begin only after the Human Subjects Review Board at 

Texas Tech University gives formal approval for this study.  All necessary application 
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documents related to IRB approval will be submitted to that office.  The generation of 

data will not begin until the researcher from the university receives communication of 

formal approval. 

Data Analysis and Management 

It is anticipated that a large amount of data will be generated from this study.  As 

per warnings of Glesne and Peshkin (1992) the volume of data generated is expected to 

be overwhelming.  Data will be recorded and then transcribed and coded using a program 

names NVivo 11, a software program specifically designed for the management of 

qualitative research data. 

Following receipt of formal IRB approval, it is estimated that the interviews will 

take at least an hour in length of time, not including considerations of scheduling and 

potential travel.  Transcription of each recording will require more time, perhaps an 

interval of at least one week to thoroughly and correctly transcribe each session and then 

download it into the computer program for coding.  Each interview will be examined 

immediately as per the recommendations of Burke & Miller (2001).  Between each 

interview, time will be taken for reflexivity, allowing the researcher to pause to examine 

how each interview unraveled and to reflect on the efficiency of the recording process 

itself.  Watt (2007) recommended reflexivity as part of the qualitative research process as 

a variable that would help to improve the nature of the process and cement the Bergian 

(2009) commandment of practice.  After transcription, the data will be coded and 

examined for emergent categories.  Once these categories have been identified, they will 

be arranged thematically. 
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Trustworthiness and Transferability 

As mentioned earlier, one of the goals of qualitative work is to establish 

credibility, a topic akin to validity in quantitative work.  Credibility is linked to external 

validity, which implies that results are credible or believable and applicable, and can be 

transferable to other like populations.  Credibility is inherently linked to the topic of 

trustworthiness.  To promote the concept of trustworthiness, an impartial colleague will 

be recruited to review the research and offer insight into any potential problems that 

could arise or which have occurred and have not yet been recognized or identified by the 

principle researcher.  This is an extension of the peer review process.  Peer review has as 

its goal the pursuit of rigorous and finely honed research.  This involves reliance on like 

colleagues willing to offer discrepant opinions (Kassirer & Campion, 1994).  Another 

purpose of peer review is to improve the usefulness of the findings of the study 

(Jefferson, Alderson, Wagner, & Davidoff, 2002).  To control for bias, the colleague 

chosen will meet the participant criteria, but will not also be selected as one of the study’s 

actual participants. 

Secondly, after all of the data has been transcribed, coded, categorized 

thematically and analyzed, trustworthiness will be again reviewed through the procedure 

of member checking.  Member checking occurs when findings are shared with the 

corresponding participants from whom the original data was extracted (Coffey & 

Atkinson, 1996).  Member checking allows an opportunity for the participants to assess if 

they understood the questions correctly, if the researcher interpreted their responses 

correctly and if any incongruent conclusions are drawn (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
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Member checking permits participants to view the actual transcription of the interview 

and also allows for participants to expand their own comments if they realize a new 

awareness by seeing their verbal comments in print (Harper & Cole, 2012).  It also allows 

them to check their own authenticity and agree or disagree with any comments they made 

as they see them in print (Creswell, 2007).  Shamai (2003) described how seeing their 

own narration in print could hit participants “like a bolt of lightning” and trigger even 

deeper insight.  Member checking increases the accuracy of representation and 

completeness of participants’ contributions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Angen, 2000; Doyle, 

2007; Glesne, 2009). 

A final effort at examining trustworthiness and transferability will be to subject 

the results to a process of triangulation.  Triangulation serves to make the results of 

qualitative research more pure by counteracting any threats to validity that could taint or 

skew research findings and make them untrustworthy and nontransferable (Glesne, 2006). 

This is particularly important to this study as if counselors were to implement the 

findings of this study and the results were not trustworthy, potential patient harm could 

ensue. 

Triangulation is typically achieved through a tripartite strategy utilizing three 

separate data sources that all seek to render a mutual confirmation of results (Berg & 

Lune, 2012).  Triangulation helps establish the scientific rigor of a study and can help 

assure accuracy of data and consensus as well as mutual confirmation by serving as a 

check on potential threats to credibility (Patton, 2002; Berg & Lune, 2012).  One of these 

threats is researcher bias, which usually manifests itself in an unconscious distortion of 
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data on behalf of the researcher (Onwuegbuzie, Jiao, & Bostick, 2004).  Another is a 

form of “tunnel vision” which implies the topic is only useful when viewed from narrow 

perspectives (Jick, 1979). 

Triangulation invariably helps control for researcher bias and offers reassurance 

that the findings can be interpreted from multiple angles (Shenton, 2004).  These help 

establish safety in the findings and trustworthiness and transferability of further research 

implications and treatment applications.  First, the researcher will conduct 10-12 

individual interviews with volunteer counselor participants.  Their interviews will be 

recorded and transcribed.  Second, all participants will receive a post-interview 

questionnaire, inviting further feedback if time ran out or if they realized there was 

further insight they wanted to share on a question but did not at that moment recognize it. 

The follow-up questionnaire would also allow them to change an answer if they so 

choose.  Third, the findings will be shared with a focus group that examine the results and 

findings and adds their either competing or corroborating perspectives (Barbour, 2001).  

Findings can be challenged and refuted or they could be refined and fortified.  The 

additional perspective offered by triangulation will strengthen the credibility of the 

findings and ultimately make them more practical, applicable and transferable to the 

clinical setting. 

Triangulation is a respected form of establishing the rigor of a qualitative study 

(Barbour, 2001).  Triangulation permits researchers to capitalize on the benefits of 

individual data gathering methods by blending them and cross-validating them, which 

theoretically should compensate for any perceived deficit (Guba, 1981; Brewer & Hunter, 
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1989).  In addition to this, triangulation helps confirm findings and helps establish their 

completeness (Redfern & Norman, 1994).  However, triangulative techniques are not 

foolproof and there is a need for further research on the effectiveness of triangulation as a 

check on bias and other potential threats to credibility (Farmer, Robinson, Elliot & Eyles, 

2006). 

Furthermore, Lincoln and Guba emphasized that adding the following to a 

framework for evaluating qualitative research can strengthen trustworthiness: credibility, 

dependability and confirmability (1985).  Patton (2002) and Shenton (2004) emphasized 

these concepts as adjuncts to more deeply establish researcher objectivity.  Credibility 

speaks to the concept of whether the study measured what it was designed to measure and 

ultimately forces the researcher to ask to what degree do the findings correspond with 

reality (Merriam, 1998; Morrow, 2005).  Dependability is the qualitative equivalent of 

reliability and will be addressed through the use of the focus group during the process of 

triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Confirmability refers to the possible intrusion of 

researcher bias and is the qualitative equivalent of objectivity (Shenton, 2004).  

Confirmability helps establish findings as being the result of the experiences of each 

participant and not the result from any unconscious slant by the researcher.  Such 

possible bias is again assessed and addressed during triangulation by focus group 

members examining, the researcher’s documented decisions explaining each step of the 

research process.  In addition to these, Morrow (2005) added that prolonged engagement 

with participants and persistent field observation offer additional variables to deepen 

qualitative rigor.  Rigor, then, can be considered not only as it relates to the rationale for 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

193 

direct research but also to all the steps that lead to the research and the steps that allow 

the results to be seen as solid science. 

To further establish the trustworthiness of findings, and to know that the drawn 

conclusions are dependable and confirmable, other clinicians will be asked to serve as 

“auditors” to examine field notes and to listen to the taped audio discussions.  The 

subject’s answers will also be compared to data collected by Hagedorn (2009b) in his 

original study on counselor SA preparation to look at transferability of findings.  What 

might not clear in this research is whether or not the setting where the subject works 

creates its own culture of expectations on staff to seek out a special licensure or to seek 

out advanced coursework.  It could be that particular agencies have their own staff 

workshops and feel perhaps that it meets the need of further professional development by 

providing in-house training.  If the latter is true, then the perception of lessened 

competency might naturally not exist. 

As previously stated, qualitative research seeks to reach a degree of 

transferability.  Transferability refers to the applicability of qualitative research to like 

groups.  To promote the dynamic of transferability, the researcher will clearly identify all 

demographics, methods, counselor characteristics and differing licenses as well as use 

terminology that reflects the material under study.  The purpose of this is to permit the 

results to be as universally recognizable and applicable as possible by similar counselors 

and counseling agencies and institutions of higher learning. 
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Limitations 

This study carries inherent limitations.  The most predominant limitation is the 

reality that most clinicians’ clientele maintain therapy because insurance pays the costs.  

Once this coverage is exhausted, it is likely that out-of-pocket costs will challenge the 

financial stability of the client to remain in professional, licensed care causing him/her to 

seek treatment elsewhere.  Many times, treatment is continued in after-care settings such 

as 12 step groups which are staffed by volunteers and who are not paid.  It is likely that 

much important work occurs in these kinds of settings that are both therapeutic and 

highly effective.  However, because this study is focusing on competent effective 

treatment strategies employed by licensed professionals, it is possible that some efficient 

treatment strategies go overlooked because the practitioner is an unlicensed volunteer or a 

member of the “wounded healer” community.  These are persons who were previously 

addicted who worked through their issues and who now continue their healing work by 

helping others. 

This study will be based on in-depth interviews with clinicians who meet the 

participant criteria.  Informant bias does occur in qualitative research.  Because this study 

seeks out those who are engaged in PA treatment and not necessarily PA research, the 

possibility for bias exists.  However, the reverse is also true.  Miles & Huberman (1984) 

identified “elite bias” as the overweighting presence of data from prestigious individuals 

while underweighting the contributions of the rank and file.  Program developers, authors 

and lecturers carry a degree of prestige atypical of counselors in neighborhood settings.  

High status participants will not be excluded from this study but will not be exclusively 
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sought out.  The goal of this research is to gain the perspective of people who actually 

work with clients and not the perspective of people who write or lecture about people 

who work with clients.  Metaphorically, this study would be more similar to looking at 

life in the trenches and not life in the ivory tower.  It is possible that those who volunteer 

as participants may have written books or given seminars or developed programs during 

the course of their careers.  But, these variables are not the exclusive target of the 

participants being invited to participate.  It is also likely that inclusion of PA researchers 

would also help refine certain nuances of the results, but a strict focus on elite 

practitioners would be a more appropriate topic of study for another paper. 

A final limitation of the research is that the researcher who is a California-

licensed MFT will analyze the work.  It is possible that this researcher might interpret 

findings more thoroughly from the perspective of a marriage and family therapist 

framework while a counselor (LPC) might examine the research from the point of view 

of personal and community wellness.  A social worker might interpret findings from the 

micro and macro environmental point of view.  Given the theoretical differences in 

licensing categories, the need of a peer review is all the more imperative to eliminate as 

much as possible any bias which could preclude future mental health care professionals 

from utilizing this research. 

Conclusion 

What is proposed is a qualitative study utilizing in-depth ethnographic interviews 

with licensed mental health care counselors who treat people for PA.  It is expected that 

LMFTs, LPCs, LCSWs, as well as PhD’s and MDs be a part of the interview process.  
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Given the convoluted nature of what PA is, how it is defined and whether or not it should 

be a stand-alone diagnostic disorder, practitioners who have extensive experience treating 

this population will be approached to participate.  This study has as its objectives how 

pornography and PA are defined, how the clinicians developed their skill sets and what 

strategies they have in place that are most effective in treating PA.  Findings from this 

study are expected to advance the science of PA treatment and assist other professionals 

engaged in PA healing work to learn of best practice and most effective ESTs that help 

enhance client care and recovery from this problem.  It is possible that findings from this 

study be included in program development, in-service workshops and in professional 

development seminars.  After member checking, counseling services to those participants 

who might need some kind of therapeutic adjunct for their own care will be offered if 

requested. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

This chapter examines the findings of the three major research questions as 

presented in chapter one of this study.  This chapter will be organized into three 

subsections with each subsection being dedicated to examining the participants’ 

responses to each individual question.  An analysis of their subjective responses will be 

organized according to each question highlighting major terms and trends that have 

emerged as they relate to the question.  Before examining the findings, a description of 

the participants will be offered for the reader to have a framework to understand who 

exactly volunteered to participate in the study. 

Interview Participants 

The study findings were drawn from interviews of clinicians in the field who offer 

SA and PA counseling to their clientele.  All of the participants have been practicing 

between two and twenty-five years and were verified as being currently licensed and in 

good standing with their respective state and professional associations as reported on the 

various state websites.  Of the eleven practitioners (N=11) who agreed to voluntarily take 

part in the study, three were female and nine were male.  Volunteers hailed from a wide 

geographic area including CA, AZ, TX, ND, TN, and FL.  All of the participants self-

reported as Caucasian or white and were generated through a purposive snowball 

sampling technique.  License categories included six PhD’s, four LPCs, and one LMFT.  

Respondents ranged in age from 41-57 years of age and generally treat anyone presenting 

for help above the age of 18, although one participant does also work with children with 
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various issues who are as young as age 3.  None of the participating counselors reported 

receiving any in-depth dedicated coursework towards SA, PA or even basic process 

addictions in their graduate coursework.  All reported having some form of substance 

abuse training as graduate students.  Some had dedicated coursework in substance abuse 

training and others had substance abuse included as a topic in a general course as part of 

their graduate programs. 

Table 3 identifies the clinicians via pseudonym, their corresponding licenses and 

years of experience. 

Table 3.  List of Clinicians 

Therapist 
Pseudonym 

License Years of 
Experience 

Carol LPC 12+ 
Charlie PhD/LPC 14+ 
Chip PhD/LPC 20+ 
Greg LMFT 7+ 
Jake LPC 20+ 
James PhD/LPC 20+ 
Joey LPC 18+ 
Kay LPC 2+ 
Lucy PhD/LPC 14+ 
Mark PhD 15+ 
Stan PhD 15+ 

 

Research Question One 

What is pornography and what are the experiences and perceptions of clinicians 

regarding pornography addiction training and related competencies? 

The first research question queried the therapists’ own personal definition of 

pornography as they have come to synthesize it through their own clinical work with 
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clients presenting with addictions to this kind of material.  Having a personal working 

definition of what constitutes pornography, the clinicians were then able to provide 

feedback as to what kind of training and counselor core competencies need to be in place 

for a practitioner to successfully address the needs of someone seeking help for PA.  The 

contributions of the participating clinicians will be cited using the corresponding 

pseudonym they chose during the interview process. 

From a global perspective, Carol encapsulated the predominant opinion of 

clinicians defining porn as  “ . . . sexually erotic or explicit material produced in a variety 

of media or mediums (pictures, film, live feed, etc . . .) intended to arouse sexual feelings 

and intensify sexual behavior and/or to mitigate painful or uncomfortable emotions.”  

The overarching commonality that emerged is that there is definitional agreement that 

addictive arousal via porn use is intentional and is designed to engage sexual faculties 

that lead to self-gratification and orgasm.  However, participants acknowledged the 

individual nature of a working definition of porn as a highly nuanced subjective term that 

is client-driven and viewer-defined.  This implies that the participating clinicians 

democratize their own therapeutic definition of pornography through active listening 

anchoring their working definition from the perspective of the client.  The definition need 

not be strictly visual.  Kay and Chip acknowledged the existence of porn created through 

audition (900 phone numbers and chat lines) as well as the use of animals.  Lucy 

summarized their collective sentiment that the “use of pornography causes distress and 

interferes with normal sexual development and functioning”, topics that have been 
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addressed previously in this paper (Layden, 2010; Riermersma & Sytsma, 2013; Kafka, 

2014). 

Several of the clinicians acknowledged that hierarchies, levels and subtypes of 

imagery exist that might be pornographic but that these levels are highly idiosyncratic 

and individualized and might even be synced to the stage of therapy they are at on their 

journey to healing.  Jake added that “For some people, looking at underwear ads is 

sexually arousing and for them that’s porn.  For others it may take more hardcore sites to 

be sexually arousing or erotic.  If they are intentionally seeking sexual arousal from 

images, those images are pornography to that viewer.”  Similarly, James commented that 

some clients would refer to lad mags like “Maxim” or the “Sports Illustrated” swimsuit 

edition as being pornographic whereas others might exclusively define XXX hard-core 

pornography as being actual pornography.  James also added that the identification of 

what is pornographic could be influenced by the current phase of growth work towards 

recovery and sobriety: “… it [the definition] can change over time as they enter different 

levels of recovery or as their belief systems shift over time that their definition of 

pornography could change.”   Depending on client level of commitment and client 

acceptance of what kind of images can trigger erotic fantasy and arousal and subsequent 

acting out episodes, swimsuit and lingerie catalogs might be reclassified as pornographic.  

This is because of their capacity to set in motion a cognitive sexual whirlwind, which 

might lead to use of more hardcore material, whereas initially these might not have been 

considered pornographic because of the lack of hardcore imagery. 
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Mark acknowledged the “shock” appeal of more violent forms of pornography, 

such as anti-aesthetic pictorials in “Hustler” magazine that often portray women in 

subordinate and degrading roles.  He referenced a dimension of pornography that goes 

beyond the “boundaries of art” but is rather “designed to objectify, to shock, to 

sensationalize to stimulate attention not based on aesthetic appeal but based on 

objectification of individuals and shock appeal” (Mark, November 27, 2016).  Joey also 

added that the essence of porn could easily be transmuted by artistic images and 

representations that were never originally designed for sexual arousal but nonetheless 

become utilized for that intent by the viewer.  James added that a spectrum-based 

approach to creating a definition might be key to crossing the divide to greater acceptance 

of PA as a disorder.  He acknowledged a continued issue for the development of 

treatment protocols to address PA is that there still isn’t a standardized definition, which 

stymies needed growth and research.  James said: 

Again, part of what we do not have is an agreed-upon definition so it’s hard to 

develop an instrument and have criteria that people don’t agree on.  It would all 

start with having an agreed-upon definition and agreed-upon criteria for PA 

and/or SA, and from there you could go to getting some accurate numbers, getting 

some assessment instruments, some evidence-based practices that match 

treatments and client symptomology.  I also believe that there should be a 

spectrum-based component to PA/SA.  That’s one of the things I actually liked 

about the substance abuse criteria, that there is a spectrum of mild, moderate, to 

severe.  There is no PA light; its either you’ve got it or you don’t.  There is no 
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porn abuse.  That would be interesting to see if that’s something that would help 

to normalize and/or signify what kind of treatment would be appropriate for both. 

The above citation from James allows us to transition from a working clinical 

definition of porn and to distinguish the addiction to it, or even the overconsumption of it, 

from actual SA.  Many of the interviewees commented that PA is a form of SA but that 

there are distinguishing elements to it that perhaps differentiate it from more pronounced 

forms of SA.  Despite the much overlap that does exist, interviewees identified a sense of 

isolation and detachment that is more characteristic of PA than other manifestations of 

SA.  Kay discussed the distinction as being evidenced by “non-emotional, non-physical 

attachment” that is independent of the need to involve any other actual flesh and blood 

human being. Stan shared this observation: 

Some of the distinctions between people are that porn addicts I treat tend to be a 

lot more, not just isolating, for sure they are isolating.  However, in many cases 

that’s what they prefer, so more shy. . . in some cases, less out-going, more 

avoidant.  In my work so far, what I’ve seen is that the porn addicts have more 

shame about their behavior because they feel like they were seen and judged.  I’m 

talking about men here.  They would feel far more unmasculine and unmanly 

because ‘like here I am masturbating to porn everyday instead of going out’.  I 

would say the shame as far as what they take out against themselves as far as their 

masculinity and their self-concept about their masculinity tends to be a lot lower 

with porn addicts than sex addicts. 
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Stan acknowledged that porn addicts can sink into isolation during their periods of acting 

out and that perhaps the fact that they are being sexual with themselves while looking at a 

computer monitor is the dynamic that increases the perceived feeling of shame which 

might simply serve to increase the isolation.  People with PA might not go to brothels or 

strip clubs or seek out escorts or have multiple affairs.  A person with a strict PA might 

be satisfied to act out in isolation as Kay noted, in a non-physical realm with disembodied 

images on a computer. 

In relation to isolation, shame and assertion, Stan also made a striking observation about 

the difference between strugglers of PA and SA: 

I find sex addicts, and there’s many who are both, but people who are sex addicts 

and not addicted to pornography at all, tend to be more outgoing, more risk 

taking, more out in the world.  There’s a lot of shame that follows them around, 

no question.  However, it doesn’t zap their masculinity, where anecdotally what I 

see is that porn addiction does zap a person’s sense of their own masculinity for 

sure. 

Despite the tendency to act out in isolation, the interviewees concluded that PA should 

exist as a subset of SA.  It was mentioned many times that persons with SA also include 

PA as one of the possible manifestations of their addiction but people with PA seem to 

use pornography as the focal point while persons with SA might also include 

pornography but be more focused on component behaviors that involve others.  It is also 

possible that someone with SA would not involve pornography at all among the 
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panorama of acting out behaviors.  Nonetheless, SA as an umbrella diagnosis with PA as 

a possible subtype was a dominant theme that emerged from the interviews. 

The clinicians also universally agreed that no one consciously decides to become 

a porn addict.  Thus, the role of pornography in life, how its use is negotiated, how 

continued use is permitted, how its meaning is interpreted, how negative effects are 

mitigated are also areas that warrant comment.  Breaking the stereotype of porn use being 

simply for hedonistic pleasure, Mark explained: 

Individuals may encounter pornography and interact with it for a variety of 

different purposes.  The motivations can vary substantially depending upon the 

individual.  Some individuals, access and they interact with pornography because 

they are using it as an escape valve in a sense from pressures or stressors of life.  

They're using it as a way to be a distraction from other pressures or concerns that 

they may have.  Some people use it just out of curiosity, for purposes of 

exploration.  Some people use it as a means I guess I'd say a physiological and 

psychological stimulation.  They're seeking some kind of a high, they're seeking 

some kind of experience or a heightened sense of arousal, things like that.  That 

can be physically or psychologically or both.  The motivations that people have, 

the reasons that they use it can be quite widely varied.  It's not always based on 

one singular motivation.  The effect on an individual may vary to a degree based 

on their motivation with other factors. 

In this citation, Mark encapsulated the essence of the various reasons as to why someone 

might turn to porn and how that decision might explain the etiological formation of how 
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someone starts with what might eventually become an addiction.  Not all people who 

peruse porn develop a reliance on it or allow it to become embedded in their lives. 

Ten global themes emerged that spoke to the role of porn and the choice to access 

porn in daily life.  These are: an effort to reclaim assertive behavior, relief from inner 

psychic tension and dysphoric mood states, entertainment and boredom, sociocultural 

reasons, enhancement, substitution or disruption of a relationship, a voice for unresolved 

unconscious conflict, trauma creation or reenactment, its “evangelist” nature, and for its 

capacity to inform sexual technique and behavior.  As these themes are considered, it is 

highly likely that persons who now discover themselves with PA may have engaged porn 

for only one or a combination of the following themes, adding to the evolving nature of 

porn as a dynamic in one’s life and as a coping strategy.  Figure 1 displays the different 

emergent rationales behind the role of porn use in a person’s life. 
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Figure 1.  Role of Porn Use  

 

An Effort to Reclaim Assertive Behavior.  Stan commented previously that in 

contemporary society, men would resort to the use of porn to compensate for a lack of 
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withdrawal.  He explained: 
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I believe that if someone's passionate drive in his has been thwarted somehow, 

then, sometimes it just gets channeled off into this subversive pornography 

behavior.  What I try to do with a lot of these men is say, ‘where else in your life, 

are you not standing up?  Where else are you not being effective and assertive in 

your life?’ 

Stan’s comments seem to be focused on men, who feel powerless, dissatisfied with life 

and who lack a voice to express their true feelings and opinions.  Stan discussed the 

notion that imagery in porn usually portrays the male as being ultimately powerful and 

always successful at goal acquisition such as having sex with a beautiful woman.  This is 

an identity piece.  The assertion portrayed in these kinds of scenarios allows passive men 

to compensate for the impending presence of powerlessness and withdrawal they 

experience in their own realities.  The role of porn allows withdrawal and powerlessness 

to be cast aside, permitting masculine assertion to be enjoyed via fantasy. 

Relief From Inner Psychic Tension and Dysphoric Mood States.  Negotiation of stress 

and accompanying unpleasant emotions is a coping skill that many people with PA lack.  

Carol commented that: 

Those who seek treatment from me for compulsive pornography are usually in 

significant personal and relational distress.  They often emotionally deregulated 

and report feeling isolated, shameful, hopeless and out of control.  They also 

report negative impacts on work performance, school performance, finances, 

spirituality, social connection, relationships, sexual functions, health, and sleep.  
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There is often co morbid diagnosis of anxiety, mood disorders, and occasionally 

personality disorders. 

Acute or protracted episodes of mood dysphoria can be related to personal, professional 

and even academic anxiety, fear or even depression.  The role of pornography in relation 

to dysphoria is that the ego-dystonic mood state is quickly dislodged with a sense of 

“high” in the form of heightened erotic arousal.  Any number of variables could cause the 

emergence of an intolerable mood.  The functionality of porn is that it does serve as a 

quick form of self-medication to replace deregulated emotions and ultimately serves as a 

dysfunctional coping strategy. 

Entertainment and Boredom.  Probably because of the ease of access, affordability and 

the ability to remain anonymous when surfing porn sites, Chip, voiced precisely that 

among his clientele one of the prevailing roles of porn is for its ability to ease boredom 

and provide entertainment.  He said: 

PA often is related to boredom and this whole boredom thing.  They're bored. 

They don't know.  They're trying to come up with some ... killing some time.  The 

SA seems to be more [another level of behavior] ... I don't get that as being 

boredom.  There is an arousal factor that's different for the SA, the whole 

planning of what they're going to do, and where they're going to go, and how 

they're going to hook up with people.  I think there's a slight difference, but I do 

believe, just like you said, that the PA is probably a stepping-stone to sexual 

addiction. 
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In his statement, Chip points out that people are prone to “kill time” or keep themselves 

entertained until something better comes along that lifts the disconnected feeling of 

boredom.  He also reinforces a distinguishing variable that delineates PA and SA in that 

sex addicts tend to seek social contact with others to act out while exclusive porn addicts 

tend to be content in being socially restricting in their choice to act out in isolation by 

themselves.  Many people experience porn as being “fun” in the sense that it is a quick 

trip on an erotic rollercoaster without much cost or effort.  Experiencing porn as fun 

could add to its power to belay boredom and feel entertained. 

Sociocultural Reasons.  Another emergent theme as to the role of pornography in life is 

the status it now enjoys as being perhaps not overtly encouraged but nonetheless socially 

acceptable or expected as a behavior because of its ubiquitous presence in so many areas 

of life.  The ubiquity of porn seems to imply that it is merely a cultural nuance that has 

become sewn into mainstream culture and that it is okay to turn to it.  Mark commented: 

I would say that there is a substantial degree of accuracy to that statement.  I 

would say that we live in a society that is substantially materialistic, and that 

includes objectification of individuals in sexualized ways.  I think that the values 

of society related to the existence or the availability of and the variety of 

pornographic material, in volume and availability, pornography has increased just 

dramatically over the last 25 years. 

 

 

He also added: 
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As well as not just the volume and the availability and the variety of what kind of 

material is available in society, but in a sense the mainstreaming of that kind of 

material so that it's more socially acceptable in the entertainment industry, in 

other areas of society.  Maybe societal or psychological barriers that once existed 

to access any interaction with pornography have been dramatically reduced.  In 

that sense, the kind of statement that we live in a pornified society is like I said 

extensively accurate. 

This practitioner linked the role of porn to the high value society has placed on 

materialism.  From a consumer perspective, the bodies or body parts of those who appear 

in porn become objectified and acquired financially through a digital transaction in a 

similar process as any material possession.  Objectification of women, and men, is not 

new, but pairing downloads of objectified bodies that are for sale on websites with the 

prevailing sense of “more is better” seems to fit a society that measures sociocultural 

success by volume of material possession. 

Enhancement, Substitution or Disruption of a Relationship.  It is not uncommon to 

hear of people having marital difficulties and discord.  When strained, people can go to 

exaggerated lengths to reclaim control or basic functioning, especially in the sexual 

realm.  Mark discussed: 

Some people access it use, it for entertainment purposes.  Some people access or 

use it extensively for educational purposes.  They're trying to learn more about 

sexual expression or things like that or they're trying to use it in a way to interact 

with a partner in a relationship. 
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He also added: 

And then, you know, being able to use technology as a tool for interaction with 

different kinds of pornographic material is also an issue.  Whether that comes in 

the form of sexting personal images that are inappropriate or two-way interactions 

via a video feed. 

In general, some people begin using porn as a marital aid very often when the satisfaction 

of sexual life begins to dwindle, thinking that porn might restore sexual excitement to 

previously high levels earlier in the relationship.  Others resort to porn when they are not 

being paid sufficient sexual attention by their spouse and so surf porn sites as a way to 

satiate their need for sexual gratification and even basic attention if the spouse has grown 

disinterested in meeting that need.  In regards to relationship, porn assists in relationship 

acquisition such as seen in curated self-pornified photos of people seeking partners in 

social geolocation sites.  Porn also plays the role of disruptor, fracturing marriages 

because of deep mistrust that betrays the sense of marital fidelity as caused by lusting 

after other men or women whose bodies are perceived as highly desirable. 

A Voice for Unresolved Unconscious Conflict.  George commented on the 

psychodynamic allure of porn as it has the potential to trigger past, unresolved 

unconscious conflicts.  These can be re-experienced through porn, perhaps as a repetition 

compulsion or perhaps as an effort to rescript a different ending to an otherwise tragic 

scenario.  Potentially any unresolved conflict stirring in the unconscious could be grist for 

the mill of porn producers where the conflict resonates with people who still have not 

worked through those issues.  He referred to this by saying: 
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One is an escape.  To numb, in some cases it's to fill a void in intimacy and in 

some it's actually to express unresolved feelings that are getting expressed 

through their use of porn.  I would say that in general those people are not aware 

that that's what they're doing.  They seem to be carrying on with the use of 

pornography unconsciously, without consciously realizing that it's actually 

serving that role in their lives. 

Possible unconscious conflicts abound in pornography.  Thematic sites are limitless.  For 

example, it is possible that someone with parental issues might seek out a MILF or DILF 

site (“Moms/Dads I’d Like to [verb]”) suggesting unresolved Oedipal or Elektra issues. 

“Sex with an Ex” sites might appeal to persons who have unresolved relationship 

dynamics.  Other sites might highlight indelicate portrayals of recreational punishment, 

anger and scolding.  Those who feel socially ignored might access public sex sites 

suggesting a bold statement about being seen.  Similarly, “uniform” sites that display 

authority figures submitting to the advances of a less-powerful subordinate might trigger 

someone who suffered a blow to their ego by a dominant authority figure, such as a 

military sergeant or a policeman.  Additionally, “sugar daddy” sites where young men 

and women seek out relations with wealthy older men seem to respond to psychosexual 

fixations still in need of resolution.  The role of porn in regards to unconscious conflicts 

is to rescript a previously experienced strain by living vicariously through a performed 

alternative outcome. 

Trauma Creation or Reenactment.  In a previous section of the literature review, Paul 

Hall (2005) discussed her theory that attachment, trauma and opportunity constitute a 
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tripartite platform for possible development of sexual addictive behaviors.  Clinicians, 

however, do not always encounter anything traumatic in the formative years of their 

clients.  Joey explained the element of trauma in this way: 

Even they're beginning to say with this new generation, this young generation of 

young 20-somethings.  They're not finding trauma, they're not finding a lot of 

emotional trauma, with these young people.  They're finding pornography 

addiction.  I would say that is ... I thought this for a while, even before I heard 

Carnes people were saying it.  I think we're moving into an area where 

pornography addiction may not stay in the realms of what we always thought 

traditional addiction was.  In other words, it was an idea that addiction was related 

to some sort of trauma.  I think the way pornography is so pervasive and with the 

easy access.  With social media, and computer, and Internet.  Everybody is 

hooked up from the age of 5.  I think that the behavior becomes the trauma itself. 

Blending developmental benchmarks that may or may not be achieved with the discovery 

of hardcore pornographic sites can reroute the natural development of a growing 

impressionable mind.  For the reader, this idea might sound merely academic.  But, from 

a therapeutic perspective, it is important to ask if developing minds could become thrown 

off-kilter by imagery of extreme close-ups of various kinds of copulation or human fluid 

exchange?  The trauma that Joey is referring to could be the wound to healthy personality 

formation and proper psychosocial and psychosexual development by being exposed to 

hardcore depictions of sexual behavior that would be difficult to negotiate, especially for 

persons with such limited psychological maturity.  This could be exemplified by sites that 
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depict sex with grandmothers, or animals or sex between family members or any non-

standard form of sexual contact.  Even sites that depict more typical sexual interaction 

between adults can hijack the development of formative minds because the component of 

psychological maturity is not present.  The mere viewing of these kinds of sites, even if 

accidental, can constitute trauma, placing porn in the category of a kind of 

neurodevelopmental toxin. 

Evangelist Nature.  Acquisition of porn used to be through travel to distant parts of town 

where anonymity was more or less secured.  Previously, viewers had to inconvenience 

themselves by going to atypical places to buy magazines.  Stan explained that the 

narrative of finding porn has shifted from the consumer seeking it out to porn seeking out 

the consumer.  Contemporary porn is in zealous pursuit of new viewers.  In short, porn 

now seeks out the potential viewer.  Stan shared his concerns as a parent: 

As has been said many times, when men of a certain age grew up, we had to go 

out, if someone was interested in looking at magazines or looking at pornography, 

had to go and seek it out somehow.  Either had to get it from a store or someone's 

big brother who had some stash or someone's dad or something like that.  Now, it 

seeks you out.  Now, pornography comes and finds you.  You do a web search for 

basically anything and pornography will show up.  That's a major shift.  I think 

that's a tremendous shift.  Technology is at the heart of that.  Technology makes 

the people creating the pornography better able to put it in your hands…to get it 

to you and to get it to virtually everyone.  As a parent, one of my greatest 

concerns is when my kids do get on the computer, and search for anything 
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pornography is going to show up.  At a time when I don't believe they're ready to 

deal with that.  That's a major issue. 

James added that “I see it all from my sexually addicted clients because it’s no longer 

something they have to go and seek out because it’ll pop up on their phone unsolicited”.  

Both these therapists identified the current role that porn plays in peoples’ lives as that 

similar to a zealous door-to-door missionary that goes from inbox to inbox, seeking 

potential new acolytes. 

Capacity to Inform Sexual Technique and Practice.  As previously mentioned by 

other therapists, the role of porn is often seen as a viable instruction manual used to 

inform and refine sexual technique and practice.  It is understandable that people who 

lack sexual performance skills might presume to find a remedy by studying the moves of 

pornstars who perform sex.  George echoed the sentiments of past researchers 

(MacKinnon, 1997; Jensen, 2007; Sun, Bridges, Johnson, & Ezzell, 2016) who have 

discovered that people access porn as a way to improve sexual technique and practice. 

I don't see minors in my practice but I hear and read, and hear anecdotally so 

much about how teenagers, early teenagers and older teenagers are engaging in 

very, very, very, porn like practices that, to be pretty colorful with my language 

here, ejaculating in a woman's face has become a standard expectation.  Asking 

and that the things that are in porn including grooming, body hair grooming all of 

that, that those things have just become very standard because porn has been 

setting the one [standard] and that's what people expect of their sexual partners. 
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The role that porn plays in sexual instruction tends to emphasize sensational sexual 

behavior that is typical of pornographic films.  For example, George discussed the 

tendency for a man to ejaculate on a woman’s face or body.  In porn chic terms, this is 

known as giving her a “pearl necklace”.  He also made reference to the plucked and 

shaven hairless look of people who use depilatories and shaving to remove any hint of 

body hair from any area of the upper or lower body that might be highlighted in a shoot.  

People deferring to the grooming standards of porn chic and to sequentially performed 

sex acts in porn use these dynamics as a platform for self and partner expectations.  They 

anticipate a sexual interaction that will mimic a filmed porn portrayal.  This is an 

indicator of the power of porn to influence personal sexual technique and practice and 

expectation. 

Gateway Behavior.  While many addictive behaviors have a predisposing gateway 

behavior that restrains participation in more serious behaviors, such as use of tobacco 

leading to use of marijuana, many therapists who work with offenders view porn as a 

gateway behavior that brings psychological ease to people capable of acting out in more 

serious and criminal ways.  Kay stated clearly the connection in her experience between 

porn and offending behavior: 

Some of my clients are on probation for possession of child pornography and 

others are addicted to pornography with that as a contributor to their criminal 

offense of a child or to their violent behavior towards their adult victim. 

Charlie also used the term “gateway” to describe how porn can weaken the resolve and 

restraint of a man who is prone to act out in more criminal ways, such as having sex with 
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minors or committing some kind of sexual assault.  While it is not the purpose of this 

paper to explore whether porn is a precursor to rape, these clinicians have identified the 

role of porn as an influence that lessens restrictions on personal thought and behavior. 

Training.  Given the different roles that porn plays in the lives of persons addicted to it, 

the question of training and preparation in treatment of people with PA to treat is called 

to question.  Accordingly, none of the participating volunteer therapists received any kind 

of graduate coursework in the treatment of process addictions.  However, since there has 

been nothing standardized or rubricized in regards to training for any sexually addictive 

problem, an absence of training is understandable. 

Training for sexually addictive behaviors seems to be on an evolutionary tract.  

Interestingly, one of the clinicians participating in this study was in attendance at an 

AMFT conference in 1988 when Dr. Patrick Carnes made the first bold statements about 

inclusion of sexually addictive behaviors in the category of process addictions.  Chip 

recalled: 

He [Patrick Carnes] talked about sexual addiction and everybody just booed him 

off the stage.  That was in 1988.  How much we’ve changed since then is just 

amazing.  He did a keynote program at AMFT.  When he started talking about 

sexual addiction, people around me were just getting enraged because basically 

what they were saying was it’s a moral issue.  It’s not an addiction, but that was 

the first time I’d heard [sexual compulsivity] being talked about as an addiction. 

Over the course of time, public opinion seems to have grown more accepting of sexually 

compulsive behaviors being addictive and more of a medical issue than a moral one.  



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

218 

However, emphasis on counselor training and preparation has not run in tandem with 

newly emerging levels of public acceptance. 

As previously stated, none of the participating clinicians received any kind of 

graduate coursework in process addictions.  This is understandable, as the years of 

experience indicated in Table 3 would imply that for most of them any development in 

graduate coursework addressing compulsive sexual behaviors would have occurred after 

the main thrust of Carnes’ work in the 1990’s.  However, an emergent theme among the 

interviewees is that a certification in sexually addictive behavior training is necessary to 

adequately treat people who present with this problem.  Specifically, four sources of 

certification were discussed: sex offender treatment provider training, LifeStar Program 

training offered by a group of Utah-based SA recovery therapists, Certified Sexual 

Addiction Therapist (CSAT) task-oriented training offered by the International Institute 

for Trauma and Addiction Professionals (IITAP) and Certified Clinical Sexual Addiction 

Specialist (CCSAS) which is a Christian-based authorization offered through the 

International Association of Certified Sexual Addiction Specialists (IACSAS).  Sex 

offender treatment training is required by most states for those treating the offender 

population but there is no state-designated treatment training protocol for persons 

working with the lay population. 

Currently, it is not necessary to pursue an additional certification to treat SA but 

all of the participating therapists recommend an advanced form of training to augment 

graduate work.  Jake was emphatic: 
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I think a minimum of Master’s level education in counseling with additional 

training, I would say a certification similar to what we were talking about, the 

CSAT or CCSAS type of certification that shows additional education in 

treatment itself, and if they have their own issues and struggles in this area, I think 

it’s important that they have their own recovery process, that they’re at a stable 

place in that process, that they’re in a stable stage of recovery for themselves. 

Inadvertently, Jake makes reference to the “wounded healer” platform that often looks 

like lay persons doing their own recovery work by volunteering time at a local recovery 

support group.  He also made reference to clinicians who struggle with their own SA 

issues who concurrently treat people with the same problem.  More on this topic will be 

presented in the next section of this paper 

Core Competencies 

The third segment of this area of research is dedicated to identifying which core 

counseling competencies are most salient to help clients with this problem.  Personal 

idiosyncratic definitions of porn may vary from client to client.  The purpose or role that 

pornography plays in the life of an addict may also shift and fluctuate according to the 

depth of addiction or point in time in recovery.  Blanket definitions and blanket purposes 

of porn and PA do not seem to exist.  Because of this, it is important for therapists to 

develop a cadre of core counseling competencies to meet the needs of persons who 

present for treatment with this problem.  Basic core counseling competencies are usually 

interpreted as the basic knowledge, skills and practice dimensions that allow provision of 

effective services.  Much time in this study was dedicated to querying the opinions of the 
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interviewees as to what they perceive as relevant core counseling competencies as they 

relate to persons with PA.  The following nine core competencies emerged as a cadre of 

salient skills and attributes therapists must possess in order to render effective service 

provision to clients presenting with PA: Rogerian person-centered constructs, negotiation 

of shame, resolution of trauma, mindset, knowledge of addiction models, knowledge of 

family systems, comorbidity, holistic and spiritual wellness, and education.  Although it 

is a separate thematic category, it is necessary to note that each competency involves the 

negotiation of internalized shame as a core overlay competency because the need to work 

through shame seems to be omnipresent in all core categories.  Shame seems to fuel the 

power of porn as an addiction.  Figure 2 encapsulates these themes. 

Core Counseling Competencies As Determined by Interviews 

 

Figure 2.  Core Competencies as Determined by Interviews 
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Rogerian Person-Centered Approach.  Emerging as a prominent theme, as the 

interviews progressed was the skill of employing Rogerian person-centered theoretical 

constructs.  This theme was reiterated frequently by all of the therapists.  George summed 

up this need as: 

One of the things I think is best and this is a bit of a therapist’s perspective, is 

what Carl Rogers called unconditional positive regard.  To be compassionate and 

accepting with clients in the room is what they need more than anything and is 

what is going to get them to open up and be honest.  To me, acceptance, 

compassion, unconditional positive regard, in the way I do therapy, is the most 

basic core competency that I need and rely on. 

Mark added to these constructs by adding the following observation: 

Empathy I think is really critical.  People who get involved with [porn], one of the 

primary difficulties that they encounter in their relationship life, their own 

psychology as well as their own relationships around this is shame and 

internalized shame.  They really need someone who is empathetic and will help 

them overcome that, not only what they themselves may project but, particularly 

what they perceive from others in their circle or in their larger culture. 

Stan also discussed the basic therapeutic benefit of simple active listening and how it can 

be a countermeasure deterring further shame development: 

Certainly I would say that a nonjudgmental approach.  Just basic Rogerian, being 

able to listen and be nonjudgmental and regard the clients in a helpful way, 

because so many men come in with shame regarding this issue.  They're afraid to 
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talk about it with anybody, even with a counselor.  So I would say a core 

competency certainly would be the ability to listen nonjudgmentally. 

Each citation reflects recognition of the inner psychic deregulation that accompanies the 

thinking of most persons afflicted with PA.  Usually presenting at therapy with intense 

introjected shame, many counselees fear their experience at therapy will be marked by 

further judgment, subtle mockery or overt ridicule.  The fragile nature of clients who 

suffer from PA requires an environment where safety is unquestionable and a trusting 

relationship formable while they proceed to unravel details that can be painful and 

embarrassing.  Lucy added that the person in therapy is “a hurt, struggling human being 

that needs help” and offering anything to the contrary would only block the therapeutic 

process and add more shame.  Shame fuels resistance, which can fuel avoidance and 

withdrawal behaviors.  Listening without judgment, empathy, unconditional positive 

regard, compassion and acceptance will lead to trust, honesty and transparency, all 

elements of a highly functioning therapeutic relationship without which effective efforts 

at recovery would not be possible. 

Addiction Models.  With a greater acceptance of process addictions being just as life 

altering as substance addictions, it is necessary for clinicians to have a contemporary 

grasp on various aspects of addiction.  These include the changing stages of addiction, the 

etiology of addiction and how all addiction is conceptualized and treated through 

differing theoretical models.  Mark explained his concerns not only for the therapist but 

also for the addict and for the family system assuming a lay perspective: 
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Addiction is in a sense a clinical diagnosis.  The fact is that many people who 

access or use pornography in some way are not addicted to it.  They don't show 

the classic signs of addiction, although it's something that a person can become 

addicted to.  I think it's important to understand what is addiction, what is it not, 

and because we give this labeling thing, calling someone an addict.  We perceive 

that if we'll be able to clinically label it that way that it will be advantageous.  

Sometimes it's very disempowering to an individual to feel like they're an addict 

so to speak. 

The number of addiction models will vary based on inclusion of both substance and 

process addictions.  Addiction models do tend to rely on each other and much theoretical 

foundation of both substance and process addictions seems to overlap.  But, each realm of 

addictions therapy can make significant contributions to the well-being of the person in 

counseling.  James remarked that: “Core competencies would be to recognize the 

similarities and differences between porn addiction and other addictions.  That there are 

core components that are commonly among all addictions, I believe.”  The overlap 

between theory and treatment and being able to use an eclectic array of models would 

prove to be clinically advantageous.  Addiction models, whether they be substance-based 

or process-based, can vary significantly related to which perspective is being utilized, 

such as a Feminist, Structuralist, CBT, or Psychoanalytic or a biopsychosocial model. 

Based on the interviews of the collective participants, knowledge of various addiction 

models, being able to utilize them accordingly and also explain them to clients and family 

members qualifies as a necessary core competency. 
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Family Systems.  Chip echoed the collective sentiment that an addiction models-based 

competency by necessity leads to the need of a family systems-based level of competency 

as well. 

I think people have to be familiar with addictions and different addiction models. 

I also think that they have to be familiar with family systems, especially if it's a 

couple or ... it's typically because of a partner that they're coming in related to this 

issue. 

A practical knowledge of how to implement different family systems models was also 

identified as a core competency.  Various family systems models can include theoretical 

foundations that offer insight into different family systems perspectives.  These could 

include, but not be limited to, models that address issues stemming from nuclear families, 

as well as families that fall into non-traditional paradigms such as extended, blended, 

divorced and single-parent families.  Multicultural issues can also be addressed from a 

family systems perspective, as differing world heritage cultures will manifest different 

family roles, expectations and dynamics that might present in the therapeutic space. 

Trauma Resolution.  Participating clinicians also identified trauma resolution as a core 

skills competency that practitioners should possess in treating PA.  As previously 

identified, exposure to intense sexualized imagery can be the actual trauma in PA because 

the imagery seems to brand a wound somehow in the neurochemistry of the brain. Joey 

shared: 

I think we have to rethink some of our traditional answers about trauma.  The 

peak that trauma is connected to neurochemistry.  I think those are the directions 
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we have to look at because there might not be a trauma of emotional abuse, or 

verbal abuse, or sexual abuse or physical abuse but there's a trauma to the brain as 

people use pornography. 

In addition to this finding, more traditionally recognized forms of trauma, such as 

physical or emotional abuse, also present among the landscape of the client’s potential 

history.  The ability to help clients work through these varying dimensions of trauma is 

also necessary as a core competency component.  Jake added that: 

We go back and look at the trauma and the messages that they interpreted from 

their traumas growing up and how that's effecting how they view themselves, how 

they view the world, their ability to trust, and their ability to forgive.  If they're 

holding on to resentments, deep hurt, that can fuel addiction.  Resentments are a 

huge fuel for addiction and I think that if we can go back to some of these traumas 

we can often find some of the roots of their resentments to be in situations  where 

they were hurt or deceived or violated in some way. 

Much therapeutic work is based on the idea that past trauma exerts influence in present 

cognitive distortions and deregulated emotions, and can drive corresponding 

dysfunctional behaviors.  Trauma resolution as a core competency seems that it would be 

a natural component of almost any emotional or psychological treatment paradigm.  In 

regards to PA, the trauma can be relived repeatedly through on-going interaction with 

thematic hardcore imagery easily accessed on Internet sites.  These sites can either 

aggravate existing trauma or create new trauma by mere exposure to content.  For anyone 

but especially children, visuals of explicit close-ups of sexual acts with accompanying 
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sound can be unsettling and shocking.  Whether accidental or intentional, happening 

across hardcore content can expose a viewer to imagery they were unprepared to see.  

Connection of that imagery to existing psychological problems also can intensify 

whatever trauma was initially suffered.  Knowing how to mitigate the possible cognitive 

and behavioral aftermath caused by trauma and being able to help the client link current 

behavior to past unresolved issues demands that trauma resolution, as identified by the 

interviewees, be included as a “must have” in compiling a list of salient and effective 

counseling core competency skills. 

Comorbidity.  A re-occurring comment among the participants was related to the need to 

recognize co-occurring symptoms of other disorders while treating PA.  In his 

explanation of commonality of comorbid symptomology, James explained his belief that 

a necessary skill is to have a “co-occurring disorder competency perspective”. 

Core competencies would be to recognize the similarities and differences between 

porn addiction and other addictions.  That there are core components that are 

commonly among all addictions, I believe.  There are also specific nuances that 

are important, so the competency of defining what is sobriety and what does the 

recovery look like.  I think it is necessary to have a co-occurring disorder 

competency perspective, that the addiction, I tend to ascribe to the ‘self-

medicative hypothesis, that it’s not necessarily porn is the problem; porn is the 

answer to whatever the problem was, and now porn is the problem.  I think you 

need to have that co-occurring mindset of, after you get some good recovery in 

place with the coping skills and the community involvement, then it’s to figure 
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out what’s going on below the porn surface.  I think that’s a necessary 

competency. 

James recognized that during symptom presentation of an existing problem people might 

rely on porn as a distraction or coping mechanism.  Porn may never have been a 

compelling issue but the generation of PA as an extra pathology is created when the user 

realizes an inability to turn away from it. 

Chip also identified that PA might not be the presenting problem and that its 

existence as a problem is uncovered only after the details of another disorder are 

unraveled.  Chip elucidated this even more succinctly: 

The majority, of my clients, do not present with pornography addiction.  The 

majority of my clients probably are very high functioning and very affluent in my 

current practice.  When I practiced in [name of state] and in [name of state], 

typically folks with dual diagnosis.  I worked with community mental health, and 

so I worked with people who typically had some kind of substance dependence 

and a personality disorder like bi-polar disorder with cocaine dependence, things 

along that line. 

These practitioners all recognized that PA does not seem to exist in a vacuum.  PA often 

accompanies other disorders and might not be the presenting problem for treatment 

because of internalized shame or embarrassment.  The ability to recognize comorbidity is 

necessary because a PA might or might not be a visible or acknowledged problem.  But, 

what lies underneath the surface is also crucial to conceptualize.  It could be that PA itself 

manifests as a singular disorder or as a substrate symptom of a different issue such as a 
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mood disorder, a personality disorder, or it could also be a companion, pathology to other 

process addictions such as video gaming or gambling.  Essentially, it is important for the 

clinician to recognize that porn might not only be the only way the client has chosen to 

self-medicate through issues but might also be part of a person’s disease panorama that 

might include recognized and codified disorders.  Also, Fong (2006) argued that levels of 

comorbidity are crucial for clinicians to grasp as an increase in PA might trigger an 

increase in symptom presentation of another disorder.  PA might only be but one of the 

arrows in a quiver of self-soothing behaviors that all need to be clinically addressed but 

could also be one of several comorbid disorders creating a clinical dual diagnosis with 

potentially one or more disorders being in either prodromal or full active phases of 

disease presentation. 

Holistic and Spiritual Wellness.  The necessity of wellness as an intervention strategy 

has been much researched in contemporary counseling (Meyers & Sweeney, 2004; 

Meyers, 2014).  One branch of research is to consider wellness from a holistic approach, 

which implies the inclusion of spiritual principles, as well as religious tenets creating a 

faith-based approach.  Emerging thematically among the interviews was the belief that 

clinicians need to possess a grasp of holistic and spiritual wellness.  Jake shared that not 

always is spirituality a current form of wellness and that spiritual issues need to be 

resolved as part of the pursuit of wellness.  He explained: 

Whether it's positive or negative at this point in their lives and part of my role I 

feel is to explore that with them, to resolve any resentment or anger or distortion 

around their faith.  Lots of times they're angry with God, they have a lot of 
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resentment toward God.  They feel that God's not there anymore or God's not on 

their side or they can't trust God.  Lots of times I see that, that goes back to some 

trauma in their lives where they've felt betrayed by God or abandoned by God.  

Being able to reactivate their faith or to explore that and to come to some better 

closure or resolution around that helps them to be able to then regain some trust in 

God and in Christ to lean on for support in dealing with this addiction, and to also 

reintegrate into a faith community that they may have once been a part of or may 

still be a part of. 

The idea that one has to heal from religion in order to re-enter participation in religion is 

bewildering but that is exactly the theme that emerged from the interview sessions.  

Identifying anger at God, a congregation, a doctrine, or at ministers or prelates prefigures 

any healing work to be done on a spiritual level.  Then, the process of spiritual healing 

acts to reclaim connection to deity and restores and re-grounds a person in his or her 

spiritual composure.  Being able to resolve anger at God could do much to help quell the 

resentment that Jake identified previously as being a variable that fuels addiction.  James 

expanded the need for holistic and spiritual competency counseling.  He added: 

I think it’s important that counselors take a holistic approach to treatment, that 

they really employ a mind-body-spirit relationship perspective.  They call it a 

wellness approach.  It’s not just about eradicating the addiction; it’s about living a 

healthy lifestyle holistically.  There needs to be competency involving the 

partners and family, to be able to have the necessary skills to involve family 

members and partners.  I think it’s a big disservice that the majority of inpatient 
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treatment is basically like you treat them and street them, and send them right 

back into their family systems without equipping the system for change. 

A wellness approach as a competency involves identifying when the mind-body-spirit is 

in a state of imbalance, where deficits in one category cause strain in others.  

Recognizing when a client is not engaged in wellness-building activities is one 

component of this competency.  Knowing how to holistically blend these tripartite areas 

of wellness will allow a practitioner to lead to spiritually minded clients to a greater sense 

of composure and empowerment.  Even accidental use of porn, can cause a person to feel 

a strain in spiritual connection.  As these clinicians have pointed out, knowing how to 

educate the client in creating an overall holistic sense of spiritual wellness is also 

considered a core strategy because very often, basic needs of calmness and spiritual 

connection and even faith in God are ignored when in the throws and repercussions of 

PA. 

Education.  Counselor perception of him or herself as an educator also emerged as a core 

competency theme.  George said succinctly: 

I think as time goes on the more we work with the population, the more we 

understand it, and the better our interventions get.  Education really, education 

about addiction and about this specific addiction and hearing the client without 

judgment, without shame, to me is the best thing we can possibly use when 

dealing with porn addicts because it allows them to start to integrate some of that 

into their own self-concept. 
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Providing instruction to clients in order to help them phase out their reliance on this kind 

of material is critical, especially in light of so much questionable advice offered on the 

Internet.  Being a valued source of information plays a role in the consumer domain of 

the business aspect of therapy being a transaction between proprietor and customer.  

Clients expect therapists to know about this disorder and how to negotiate a safe exit. 

Mark reinforced the concept of educator by emphasizing that we need to educate 

on a continuum: 

You need to be able to educate about what [recovery] looks like on a continuum.  

I think you need to be able to educate not only the individual, but the individuals 

who are around the individual in their life and their relationships so that they can 

be supportive, they can be helpful rather than harmful.  One of the most 

challenging things that I found is that there's an individual who wants to make 

progress, but in essence they are surrounded by individuals who don't understand 

what can really be helpful versus what is harmful in this process. 

He also added: 

That's when this whole systems perspective comes in is that education about what 

is helpful and what is not and things like that about all of these things that are part 

of the landscape of pornography and how individuals interact with it.  I think 

that's an important function of practitioners, to become educated themselves 

professionally and then be able to provide that to others. 

George and Mark first identified the need for the counselor to become educated on this 

topic and then to be able to educate the client and the client’s family and support systems.  
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Being willing and able to act as an educator, functioning from a knowledgeable 

perspective related to the complexity of this problem is crucial to provide the right 

backdrop of support and healing for the person seeking it. 

Negotiating Shame.  The presence of shame as interpreted in each of the core counseling 

competency categories is unrelenting.  The negotiation of internalized shame is 

paramount to healing and disease recovery.  Paula Hall (2005) synthesized the power of 

shame almost as a refrain “shame begets shame” which only prompts more acting out of 

unwanted behavior. Working through shame is a task that seems to be present in all of the 

previously mentioned core competencies.  In discussing the relevance of diagnoses and 

disease labels, Stan commented: 

Actually labels can be helpful in some ways, but when it's just shorthand and kind 

of puts everyone in a box, like ‘you're just a child abuser’, ‘you're just a porn 

addict’.  I feel like those labels can be really limiting.  It's hard to say, it's hard for 

someone to identify or grab onto that as an identity. 

Stan noted that having a diagnosis is helpful but that for some people that diagnosis 

becomes a label, placing a sour sense of permanent identity stigma on the client who is 

already coping with toxic shame from the behavior.  Additionally, Mark added a 

relationship dimension: 

It's hard to overcome when a spouse for example labels and shames an individual 

who's dealing with a pornography challenge.  That person is someone that they're 

close to that they really value or respond to how that individual perceives them or 

talks about them.  If that person labels them a ‘pervert’ or other things like this, 
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then their view of themselves and their view of their ability to change becomes 

very limited, and restricted.  The person who is in their life, they genuinely want 

to help but they're doing the exact opposite thing of what is going to be helpful to 

this individual. 

Mark added that labels placed on addicts by loved ones only exacerbates the problem and 

strains the ability to believe that change is possible for the one with the addiction.  

Careful consideration of how the client will respond to labels is critical for the 

practitioner to consider, prior to use of them.  The use of porn contradicts the value 

system and sense of morals of those who present at therapy.  The use of porn can be a 

wound in their identity, causing deep feelings of internalized shame.  Client self-

perception and perception of client by others who are aware of the problem can also have 

an effect on the identity of the client.  Shame can also have an ill effect on the mindset as 

they present for therapy, as they work through their issues and as they enjoy success or 

suffer through moments of failure during their healing journey. 

Mindset.  Recognizing the mindset of an individual also seems to be crucial especially at 

the onset of therapy.  This topic emerged not as a pattern but as an outlier and is included 

because it is so rare.  Yin (1993) and Sproull (2004) noted a rare response that varies 

from the majority that could also be quite significant.  Stan’s previous comments are 

based on his reliance of the work of Carol Dweck who theorized the state of mindset as 

being intrinsic to the concept of change, healing, growth and recovery.  She distinguished 

between a “fixed” mindset or one that recycles and is stuck what already is in place and a 
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“growth” mindset where effort and willingness to try, fail and endure eventually prompt 

growth and change (Dweck, 2006).  He elaborated: 

[This is]  Carol Dweck's work on the fixed mindset versus the growth mindset.  If 

you're just a label and that's all you are, it's hard to see yourself as anything else.  

If you see yourself as in process or on a journey or on a road, maybe someone 

who has struggled with pornography would be much more comfortable talking 

about that than someone who is a porn addict. 

Stan emphasized that even the vocabulary used has an impact on whether or not a person 

believes they can recover from this problem.  One can “be” a porn addict or one can 

“struggle”, as Stan pointed out, with this problem.  Struggling with PA creates more of a 

task-oriented temporary identity while “being” an addict creates a dubious sense of 

permanence.  Ultimately, recognizing whether a client is operating from a fixed mindset 

and transitioning him or her to a growth mindset is critical to help them believe that 

healing and change are possible.  A growth mindset has a great deal to do with 

achievement and motivation to change while a fixed mindset is trapped in an inability to 

change. 

To some degree, a fixed mindset is an extension of Martin Seligman’s (1972) 

concept of “learned helplessness” where people continue to engage in unwanted 

behaviors or thoughts because they have given up on change or hope due to the 

frustration of repeated failures.  Repeated failures can also engender and reinforce a 

feeling of shame, illustrating how shame can further extend itself in the mindset-change 

capacity of an addict. 
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Research Question Two 

How has the role of technology affected the overall use of porn among clientele and 

what strategies have been personally discovered to help mitigate the severity of 

addiction aggravated by technology? 

The opinion among the participants of this study in regards to the role of 

technology as it relates to PA is that technology has now become a form of masturbation 

facilitation.  The most predominant theme that emerged is that people rely on modern 

devices to gratify themselves to a point of sexual climax by virtue of material accessed 

through technology and cyberspace.  Print magazines and DVDs are still in existence as 

are adult shops but none of the interviewees discussed these forms of porn access as 

contributing to their clients’ porn issues.  The prevailing opinion expressed by the 

volunteers in this study is that technology is directly related to an increase in the 

consumption of porn and that technology is directly related to easy access of porn by all 

who seek it. 

Stan was quoted earlier as saying that technology is now better able to help 

pornographers put their product in the hands or in-boxes of consumers.  The traditional 

marketing scheme has always functioned from the point-of-view of the customer seeking 

the product.  Technology and porn companies have created a paradigm where that doesn’t 

happen anymore.  That porn seeks out the consumer and not vice versa is a huge shift in 

the role of technology in running demand for these kinds of products.  Carol explained: 

Technology has made pornography readily available and accessible to anyone.  In 

the past, pornography was primarily available to adults who had to take several 
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steps to seek it out and purchase it.  Now it is available via the Internet and social 

media outlets free of charge and at the fingertips of anyone of any age at any time. 

Carol pointed out that porn has now infiltrated social media sites and that it is no longer 

necessary to go to a strict XXX site to be exposed to adult material.  This is an example 

of how technology and cyberspace have created a new iteration of how porn goes to the 

consumer instead of the consumer seeking out porn.  This is common in social 

geolocation sites.  James commented on the plethora of ways that technology creates 

access to pornographic material: 

I think it was [Al] Cooper that said that technology is the crack cocaine of sexual 

addiction.  I think technology has made it so accessible and even, again, with 

smartphones now, for the sexual addict the sexual addiction, pornography is in the 

palm of your hand everywhere.  It’s not just you have to log onto your computer 

or go into your private room of your home; it’s in your hand when you’re in the 

men’s room.  I think [technology] has played a significant role.  I guess the only 

thing to compare it to would be gambling because you can gamble everywhere 

now too online. 

Extending Carol’s assertion that technology and porn have an effect on social 

interaction, Mark described technology as being a vehicle and a boon to access vast 

amounts of pornography for individual usage and for sociality. 

And then, you know, being able to use technology as a tool for interaction with 

different kinds of pornographic material is also an issue.  Whether that comes in 

the form of sexting personal images that are inappropriate or two-way interactions 
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via a video feed.  There are many things that people who are engaging with 

pornography may participate in via technology that changes and enhances the 

experience that they might have versus if you go back in time when they may 

have just looked at a picture in a magazine.  It tends to be a substantially more 

immersive experience where more of their senses, more of their brain is involved, 

and because of that, potentially a more addicting experience. 

Mark made reference to the “immersive” experience offered by VR technology.  The 

therapeutic community needs to be aware that a flood of persons presenting with porn 

issues accessed through VR is potentially just around the corner.  Mark alluded to the 

number of people who also experience a sexual encounter via webcams or streaming 

video through their smartphones, tablets or desk or laptop computers.  Mark commented 

that seeking out disembodied sex through cyberspace with willing partners who reside 

elsewhere could create a more addictive experience.  Based on material presented in 

Chapter 2 on newer forms of technology that amplify porn and present it in new tech-

sophisticated manners, such as webcams, VR porn or holographic porn, the capacity for 

addiction is unparalleled. 

Mark also highlighted the developmental concerns he has for people, especially 

adolescents, who are still in the process of negotiating their own psychosexual 

development: 

I think that period of early to mid-adolescence, age eight or nine up through age 

14 or 15 is a really challenging period because psychosexually a person hasn't 

developed a sense of ... so much a sense of self and the ability to manage their 
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sense of identity and preference and expression in that particular area.  It's just 

kind of a window where that is opening up and developing.  I think exposure to 

pornography in that time can maybe give them images and understanding that is 

not really accurate to how that typically plays out in a person's life.  It's also a 

period when, like I said, repeated access can mean that they are developing neural 

pathways and response patterns to sexually stimulating material that becomes 

embedded in the architecture of the developing brain, and yet they don't have the 

kind of executive functioning skills that are necessary to make healthier choices 

about it.  I think that's a very sensitive period of time that I'd be more concerned 

about. 

Mark discussed critical periods of development during youth that, when interrupted or 

altered, could cause significant changes in personality, in cognition and in functioning.  

Being exposed to supercharged highly eroticized imagery at an age when exposure isn’t 

typical and the mind not ready to process it, could hijack the natural developmental 

process of personality creation by internalizing ideas about sexuality that are erroneous or 

unhealthy.  Lacking the executive functioning skills to counter the power of what they are 

exposed to, the neural pathways of children and teens can be altered to such a degree that 

they internalize a hardcore porn approach to their understanding of sex and sexuality 

causing their expectations and future behavior to reflect whatever the “porn du jour” is. 

Joey, who also works as a university instructor, identified an aggravating 

sociocultural effect porn has on society as it is generated through technology: 
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We go back to what we've learned about addiction in general.  There's a lack of 

impulse control for a lot of addicts.  Which is one of the characteristics of 

addiction is a lack of impulse control.  As I say to my students, ‘The behavior 

controls the individual, the individual doesn't control the behavior.’  [This] is also 

a neurological issue too.  It's also connected to the brain.  I think you would 

have… you do create a culture that has less and less impulse control.  Mirror that 

just in general.  I think the Internet, smartphones; all of social media have done 

that anyway.  I think that's happened for all of us.  Which I think probably makes 

pornography even a bigger issue because we're conditioned for immediate 

gratification. 

Across society, technology has engendered a kind of collective impatience with 

information processing which he feels has crept into the landscape of personality 

creation.  The argument can be made that immediate anonymous and cheap access to 

porn through technology is but a mirror of other forms of technology-assisted immediacy 

that people enjoy such as shopping or purchasing movie tickets.  People seem to now 

expect to get what they want quickly.  Part of Joey’s message is that the instant 

gratification of porn through technology is a mirror of other forms of instant gratification 

that technology now demands us to expect. 

George also interpreted the role of technology from a different angle and 

identified an outlying issue with technology that inhibits the proper research of porn as a 

process addiction: 
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Trying to get an accurate count, as I mentioned earlier, is another, I think, big area 

particularly if we’re going to get that diagnosis back in the DSM, who need to 

have the numbers that demonstrate this is a significant enough issue.  I think one 

of the reasons that they didn’t include it is they didn’t have a good comparison 

group in order to designate hypersexual disorder from those that don’t have 

hypersexual disorder because, can we find anybody that doesn’t use porn?  Yes, 

they are out there.  I think another area of important research would be to have 

some clinically sound and psychometrically sound assessment instruments that 

would have a live scale component.  I think there are some good assessment 

instruments out there, but I think we could do more work. 

 
George discussed a reality that might be difficult for some to fathom but appears to be 

nonetheless true and a reflection of the pervasiveness of technology and its power in 

being an embedded part of current society.  Are the DSM workgroups to blame for the 

lack of inclusion of HD as an addiction because of their tenacious need to grasp on to 

valid results from replicable studies?  Or is the problem that so many people use porn and 

have incorporated porn as an expected activity of daily living that the idea of finding 

enough people to serve as a control group in a basic research study has been rendered 

impractical if not impossible?  Liew (2009) commented on the Simon Lajeunesse study 

in Montreal that had to be scrapped because a control group of men who never look at 

porn could not be found.  If this dynamic prevails, then it is reasonable to conclude 

technology has in effect repositioned porn from the back shelves of seedy bookstores and 
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gas stations to right smack dab in the home and office and to the forefront of 

contemporary entertainment and behavior. 

Technology-based countermeasures to address the role of technology in the 

established of PA as a disorder and steps to mitigate the effects of technology will be 

addressed in the next section of this paper.  What is significant about this aspect of the 

research area is the indirectly expressed opinion that discontinuing technology use itself 

is not the best response to temper technology as a variable in the addictive disease 

pathway.  Rather, the best countermeasure appears to be friendship, connection and 

intimacy, topics that will also be best explored, as the next general area of research is 

unraveled. 

Research Question Three 

Which particular theoretical orientations and which specific treatment approaches, 

interventions and strategies have rendered the most efficient countermeasure to 

compulsive PA? 

The third general research question examined which of all theoretical orientations 

and strategies the volunteers believe are most useful and effective at regaining control 

over this addiction?  The pattern most emergent related to this question among the 

interviewees was the absence of a single preferred treatment orientation.  Rather, the 

overarching commonality was that an eclectic use of a variety of theoretical orientations 

each one engaged at precisely the right juncture in therapy is the preferred architecture to 

help achieve clients’ goals of maintenance, sobriety and freedom from unwanted 

compulsions.  Lucy described this more as a pathway and being “an integrative sequential 
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approach”.  Significant distinctions were identified at the beginning, middle and more 

mature stages of therapy.  Precise timing and knowing when to transition clients to 

deeper levels of work by engaging additional orientations emerged as an important 

variable. 

The beginning stage of therapy is sensitive.  This is when the therapist succeeds 

or fails at bonding with the client (Corey, 2009).  A too zealous approach for new 

counselees might make them bolt for the door.  Rather, careful client assessment is 

critical at forming a safe therapeutic holding space.  Before rushing into deep levels of 

work, Chip identified the benefits of beginning with motivational interviewing (MI).  He 

said: 

That whole idea that we basically start with motivational interviewing and see if 

we can progress from there…  People who come in for issues related to sexual 

addiction or pornography or how pornography is affecting their relationship, their 

academics, they usually present with something else first.  Then once they figure 

out that they can feel comfortable with you then they bring in the pornography 

along with it. 

Establishing client comfort at the onset establishes safety and security.  But, MI also 

reveals to the client and to the therapist actual client readiness for counseling.  James 

added that MI is useful for clients in a “precontemplative” state where they are not sure if 

they even have a problem or if their problem is severe enough to warrant any kind of 

clinical intervention.  Stan commented on learning the client’s commitment to change: 
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Actually, starting earlier than that would be more of like a motivational interview. 

I want to know that they're actually committed to doing that.  Someone comes in 

and says, ‘I have a pornography problem’ or ‘I look at a lot of pornography’, I'm 

not going to assume that they want to change that behavior.  I'm going to ask them 

if they do, and once they say ‘yeah, I'm really committed to this.  I really want to 

stop’. 

The benefit of MI is that it is designed to elicit client responses empowering him or her to 

make an authentic choice to be in therapy.  MI also prompts clients to tell their story in 

their own way without feeling like the therapist is lecturing them.  Designed originally by 

therapists to work through barriers in alcohol addiction counseling (Miller & Rollnick, 

1991), MI is duly suited to the beginning stage of PA as it allows clients to recognize any 

existing ambivalence while eliciting their own will to make a commitment to therapy. 

It was also identified that the initial sessions of therapy be dedicated to educating 

the client about the nature of the disorder.  Mark shared that: 

It takes time to be able to change some of those things, as someone that's been 

involved with [porn], especially for a more extended period of time.  I think being 

able to provide education is really critical.  I think being able to provide it in a 

sense that so the issue does not fundamentally consume the issue does not 

necessarily consume people or those around them.  I think one of the things that 

I've had to deal with people is that they assumed that if they have looked at 

pornography a little bit, then they're addicted to it, or people will accuse them of 

being addicted to it. 
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George concurred and added: 

Education, psycho-education, reading books about porn addiction, about sex 

addiction, and abstaining from the behavior at least ... Some people may decide 

they're not addicts or whatnot but to actually have them take a trial period of not 

using their drug of choice, in this case it's porn, in order to get the dust kicked up 

inside to be able to deal with the issues underneath.  Those are the things.  Setting 

up a support system, attempting to stop, and then psycho-education to me are the 

things right off the bat that I always would go to. 

Psych Ed about porn is critical because it allows the client to begin to understand why 

they have found porn to be so alluring and difficult to wrest from their cravings and from 

their daily activities. 

Joey also discussed the importance of client knowledge of their problem as it 

relates to transitioning to a new theoretical approach: Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy 

(CBT).  He added: 

You've got to build the foundation with education on what addiction is and why 

they're, an addict.  You've got to build the foundation with knowledge.  I think 

then you have to work on changing behaviors.  Then what Carnes calls, ‘in and 

out of the shadows’, faulty core beliefs, faulty thinking, if you can work on that.  

Then I think you've got to work on finding any trauma related to this, to do the 

trauma resolution pieces on that.  You've got to work through all of those. 

The participants recommended that through MI, clients could assess their own 

willingness and readiness to participate in the rigors of the healing process.  Educating 
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them about the nature of addiction is the step that follows.  Client understanding of what 

an addiction is and why addictions develop will help them conceptualize the growth work 

that lies in front of them.  Intrinsic to this study, educating clients about why they have 

developed PA, among other possible addictions is important.  MI and education could 

prove to be on-going components of therapy.  But, once initial investments are made in 

assessing client readiness and after clients have begun to be educated about the nature of 

addiction, therapists can then transition to deeper growth work by engaging CBT. 

Collectively, each therapist discussed reliance on the use of CBT in challenging 

faulty beliefs and in CBT’s effectiveness at replacing corresponding behaviors based on 

faulty beliefs with more healthy actions.  In his interview, George offered the following: 

Someone who's just starting…the theoretical orientation that is necessary is 

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy.  Many times they need to know what to do, how to 

do it, how to change their patterns, how to change their behaviors, how to change 

their thoughts and their beliefs.  As it goes on, I would say a Solutions Focused 

Therapy can be really effective as far as encouraging what's going right, what's 

changing in their lives to continue to build sobriety and intimacy in their life and 

the therapist can act as the cheerleader and encourager and by the way I guess I 

would even, very much have to say, that psychodynamic therapy really comes 

into play once the person has achieved sobriety so that you can get into the 

underlying setups, issues, beliefs, cognition's, and family of origin stuff that help 

them to want to disconnect and get them in touch with why they would want to 

disconnect from intimacy and life in the first place. 
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Jake concurred and added: 

I certainly think cognitive behavioral approach is part of that.  Looking at belief 

systems.  Looking at how the client interprets things that happen.  Looking at 

certain rituals behaviors that have become part of their addiction cycle and 

replacing that with more healthy behaviors and rituals.  But I also combine a 

trauma based, model to look at the client's trauma history and how that may be 

fueling the addiction as well.  Which usually goes back to early life, doesn't 

always, but usually goes back to early life where we have to go back and unpack 

some of that.  Unravel some of that and develop a new perspective around that. 

Jake also said: 

Your basic strategies of setting healthy boundaries, setting up protection that 

makes it harder to have access that would trigger their addiction, some basic 

strategies of that.  It would be behavioral.  Cognitive is basically looking at what 

belief system has emerged from their early life.  A lot of that has been distorted 

through trauma.  It's all sort of connected.  We deal with all of that belief system 

in connection with any trauma and messages, they got impaired thinking from 

that. 

Both George and Jake pointed out how Solution Focused therapy and psychodynamic 

approaches can be utilized, but only after work is done correcting faulty cognitions 

through CBT.  It also appears that different already-utilized approaches can be 

reintroduced, then withdrawn and perhaps reintroduced as necessary during the course of 

therapy.  This implies that counselors to be attentive to the needs of the client and to not 
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be too tenacious about staying on one kind of orientation track.  But, there definitely does 

appear to be a sequence. 

The participating clinicians across the board discussed the relevance of trauma 

resolution therapy, but added as a caveat that the previous theoretical interventions must 

precede trauma work in order to render the maximum benefit.  Joey said, “There's the 

element of education and CBT in trauma resolution and you have to have the foundation 

before you do the trauma resolution”.  James emphasized in his interview that depth work 

needs to be engaged only after readiness has been assessed, education provided and 

cognitive distortions and behaviors corrected.  He said: 

Then once you have gotten some good progress, I generally suggest a six month 

rule before you start digging into the wound that pornography addiction was 

masking or addressing or numbing, and then you move more into, when you’re 

into action and maintenance as a family system and a structural family and 

relations into determination.  That’s the model that I employ and that I teach, is a 

sequential theory that will match where they are in their change progress. 

Trauma work involves an unpacking of the past “echoes of before” from a very 

psychoanalytic framework.  MI and CBT focus on the here and now.  Trauma resolution 

would invite the use of psychodynamic-oriented therapies; those that generate insight and 

permit emotionally corrective experiences and a deepening of insight and awareness to 

help the client leave the past in the past.  Intense insight-oriented work with a trusted 

therapist in an established safe space would constitute the middle stages of therapy.  They 

did not designate how long the middle stage of therapy should last, except that James did 
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express that a rule of thumb of six months is a good standard for working through built-

up cognitive distortions. 

The third or more advanced phase of counseling, although perhaps not the final 

stage, is dedicated to analyzing the role of the different micro and macrosystems in the 

life of the client.  This is a developmental perspective argued by Urie Bronfenbrenner 

who segregated into various systems the different environmental influences in a person’s 

life and how the interaction of these systems can impact healthy and non-healthy 

development.  Mark explained this succinctly: 

Having a developmental perspective particularly that incorporates neurobiological 

kinds of processes I think is really critical to understand.  I think that's one aspect 

that's really important.  I think from a therapeutic perspective in the sense that 

people's behaviors don't occur in a vacuum.  If they are trying to deal 

therapeutically with how they interact with pornography, then I think being aware 

of the differing influences… whether you're using not just an immediate family 

systems perspective, but also more of a human ecology perspective.  Urie 

Bronfenbrenner piloted the human ecology or the ecological perspective where 

you're looking at how people interact with multiple different layers of surrounding 

influences in their lives, which would include technology, which would include 

their family, which would include the workplace, which would include their faith 

community.  All of these things are going to have shaping influences on how they 

think about and respond to something like that, or what type of support they 

perceive or are able to experience.  I think that perspective is important. 
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Intrinsic to the concept of the Human Ecology (HE) or bioecological perspective, is the 

idea that a person’s development is honed by interaction with various individual and 

group systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1986).  The “microsystem” involves interaction with 

family, where a form of family systems therapy would be utilized to help weed out toxic 

interactions with family members.  The “macrosystem” would consider the role of culture 

in the client’s life and the “chronosystem” would examine shifts in behavior and thinking 

across the lifespan (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). 

Mark pointed out that interaction of porn with technology could also be 

considered a system, as the role of cyberspace becomes more and more a component of 

identity and personality development.  In contemporary terms, it is usually within the 

context of the “cybersystem” that a person develops PA.  Therapeutic HE inquiry along 

cybersystems could also examine the role of the Internet and of the computer itself being 

a replacement for a real-life, flesh and blood relationship.  Relationships are usually 

addressed as a microsystem.  This is an odd topic, but not far from reality.  This notion 

was addressed in the recent Hollywood film “Her” by director Spike Jonze about a very 

lonely man who sublimates his need for human contact by developing a relationship with 

the operating system of his computer (Farago, 2013).  This film was listed as fiction but 

is nonetheless a reflection of how modern man can potentially meet the most very basic 

needs of human connection and intimacy through involvement with a piece of 

technology.  The idea that a computer could be a viable replacement for a meaningful 

relationship with a real person seems odd but is unfortunately a reflection of what is 

happening sexually between people and their technology.  The movie seems far-fetched 
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but reflects an unhealthy relationship with the computer and cyberspace lies at the core of 

contemporary manifestations of PA. 

The therapeutic grist for the mill by engaging a bioecological analysis of 

presenting systems and their interaction could render a staggering degree of growth work.  

Volunteers in the study discussed how this kind of approach would be too taxing and 

non-productive in the beginning because emphasis needs to be on the concept of self 

rather than the idea of self with others. 

Carol and Mark both voiced the power of postmodern forms of therapy such as 

Narrative Therapy and Existential Therapy.  Emphasizing the former, Mark said: 

I think from a change perspective, I mean, I think that a narrative approach is 

really valuable. I think that people, if they're able to understand who they are and 

how they respond to the world around them through a narrative framework and 

the ability they have to author their own story, to rewrite different portions of 

their own story, to interpret their story in new ways, I think that's an empowering 

type of approach psychologically for people. 

Postmodern therapies could be utilized during the course of therapy but clinicians in this 

study emphasized the utility of them only once the “drudge” and weariness of initial 

therapeutic work has been completed.  With cognitive distortions reworked to healthier 

forms of thinking and with insight gained from psychodynamic approaches and 

bioecological systemic interactions, rewriting the narrative on one’s life in the now and in 

the future would make existential issues seem more resolvable and new 

conceptualizations of life more practical and realistic. 
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George provided a synopsis of why it is important to engage different theoretical 

orientations and corresponding strategies systematically in a sequential format: 

Someone who's just starting, the theoretical orientation that is necessary is 

cognitive behavioral therapy.  Many times they need to know what to do, how to do it, 

how to change their patterns, how to change their behaviors, how to change their thoughts 

and their beliefs.  As it goes on, I would say a solutions focused therapy can be really 

effective as far as encouraging what's going right, what's changing in their lives to 

continue to build sobriety and intimacy in their life and the therapist can act as the 

cheerleader and encourager and by the way I guess I would even, very much have to say, 

that psychodynamic therapy really comes into play once the person has achieved sobriety 

so that you can get into the underlying setups, issues, beliefs, cognition's, and family of 

origin stuff that help them to want to disconnect and get them in touch with why they 

would want to disconnect from intimacy and life in the first place.  Then I'd say as time 

goes on the same and I would add person centered or client centered therapy because 

you're basically just making the intimate connections in the room that are part of what I 

think is missing, why the client has been reaching to use pornography to fill that hole in 

the first place.  The flow of different theoretical approaches is outlined in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3.  Recommended Sequence of Theoretical Implementation 
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The most effective treatment strategies to intervene in PA and to mitigate the 

effects of technology as identified by the participants also are stage-specific and should 

occur at certain intervals as illustrated in Figure 3.  First, technology-based interventions 

will be considered.  Following this, non-technology based mitigations will be explored.  

Beyond the cyber restraints recommended by the participants, a theme of sociality 

emerged that broadens their need for intimacy and takes them out of a place of isolation 

and into community with others. 

In regards to bringing an immediate halt to any acting out behavior, a dominant 

widely used initial resource among the clinicians interviewed is to employ a filter, 

blocking the capacity to log on to sexually-explicit sites.  Filters are commercial products 

downloaded on to the hardware of a computer that are useful at attaining an immediate 

access halt to problem sites.  This is done in the initial phase of therapy and can offer the 

client an immediate boost of success, provided they do not manage to work around the 

filter.  Stan discussed the need for clients to experience a degree of success from the 

onset: 

If someone is an alcoholic, you first have to sober them up and get the alcohol out 

of the house, and give them an environment where they aren't going to be led to 

temptation.  Then, we start to deal with what's going on underneath.  It also seems 

to me that they could have experience an initial burst of hope.  Yes, if [they] can 

take some mastery early on over the devastating effects, you know, and have 

some sort of sense of accomplishment. 
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Just as in alcoholism, creating an initial length of time where the client is porn-free and in 

an environment where they cannot easily access porn offers that initial burst of success 

necessary to believe that change and reform are possible.  PA recovery work functions 

much like detox: access to porn must be wrested from the client’s environment allowing 

him or her to experience an initial interval of living porn-free. In addition to a filter, 

scanning and monitoring software is also available and was reported to be a good 

deterrent provided there is someone who can hold a pass code and is willing to be a part 

of their progress.  From his own parenting experience with his own kids, Chip discussed 

the efficacy of monitors and having an Internet “bobby”: 

One of the things that is helpful, I guess, in technology is the fact that you can 

now scan cell phones, laptops, desktops, anything along that line to see if they 

have accessed pornography in the past or if they've accessed websites that are 

common within pornography.  From that point I guess technology has ... It's after 

fact.  It's not really current.  I know with my kids, not that it was pornography, but 

you could have used it for pornography, I used a thing called "Bobby," "Police 

Bobby," like a Bobby like an English/British police officer.  You could set 

boundaries. 

In essence, a bobby is a form of a monitor, a software program that is aware whenever 

persons venture into problem sites and can warn the accountability partner that a breach 

in sobriety has taken place.  Programs such as the widely marketed “Covenant Eyes” 

function by sending a screen shot to the accountability partner of what the person is 

currently viewing.  If a person who has blocked pornographic sites manages to work 
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around the filter, Covenant Eyes would then send a screen shot of the page the person is 

viewing to a designated accountability partner participating in their recovery. 

Scanning devices were reported to be useful as well at helping clients avoid 

interaction with problem sites by cleaning off access to them on whatever devices they 

possess.  Scanning devices assist in helping the accountability partner by revealing the 

person under contract has been true to their desire to not access problem.  If they have 

indeed accessed any sites, future access to those sites is denied. 

Another theme that emerged was the belief that denying clients access to 

technology would not help at all.  From an offender-counselor perspective, Charlie 

added: 

I would say that technology is such an integral part of life now that I would want 

them to use it for journaling as well as assignments.  The other option is to deny 

them the use altogether and I don't feel that is practical.  Almost all employers use 

email, as well as banks and government agencies.  I think that it could be required 

that they have monitors on their computers if they need one. 

Ultimately, all of the clinicians interviewed questioned the wisdom or futility of denying 

access to clients to a computer.  They agreed that a measure like this would not be 

practical but that it is nonetheless necessary to put boundaries on what can be accessed 

via technology and cyberspace.  Filters, monitors and scanning devices ultimately are 

only stopgap measures.  They might only buy someone a few minutes of time to get a 

handle on their cravings before the compulsive response reflex overwhelms them and 

they figure out how to detour any installed deterrent to re-access addictive sites.  Initial, a 
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filter or monitor product might be enough to mitigate the sting of a current craving but 

might not be sufficient to use as a lasting measure.  They should, however, be utilized in 

the initial phases of therapy so that clients can learn that life without porn is possible. 

Beyond the use of filters, monitors and scanners, the other predominant theme 

that emerged in regards to most effective treatments is to engage the client in forms of 

therapy that permit them to be in community with others.  People with PA often 

experience intense feelings of isolation and social withdrawal, moments when they are 

most prone to act out to compensate for the loneliness (Hall, 2005).  A preliminary step 

towards movement into community is to find an accountability partner with whom to 

share the access codes to any accountability software.  Beyond that, group support is 

critical to help the client walk away from the shame and loneliness.  George shared: 

As far as treatment strategies, what I want to do for the person is just set up a 

support system of other addicts and for them to be able to engage with other 

people and engage in some of the connection and intimacy that is, what I believe, 

is what they're really looking for in the porn in the first place. 

George echoed the sentiment of all the participating clinicians that porn is really masking 

a deeper problem with intimacy and is really wrapping, which packages a more 

complicated emotional wound.  Carol and Jake also commented on the need to seek out 

social contact with others in the community in order to loosen the binds of shame that 

keep such secretive PA behavior in place.  Involving others works from the 12 Step 

refrain “what we keep secret, keeps us sick”.  From a Christian perspective, Jake brought 

up the 12-step model: 
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I'm a supporter of 12 steps for healing, the 12 step model.  The 12 steps, in of 

themselves are highly spiritual, and since I'm a Christian counselor I typically will 

explore the client’s sense of who God is.  Most of the clients who come to me 

have a Christian background.  They may have some anger and resentment around 

that when they come in, but I think part of the healing process for them involves 

dealing with who God is in their life and God's place in helping them be restored 

and helping them to be healed.  Again, most of the clients who come in to see me 

have a faith base anyway.  And I explore that with them on how to utilize that 

spiritual foundation they have to help them in the healing process, to give them a 

sense that they have to have some help that's above them or more powerful than 

them to conquer this issue. 

A belief in a “higher power” that is ready and willing to intervene and help work through 

an addiction is another way for clients to experience a cessation to the loneliness and 

isolation that further bind PA to their lives.  A higher power paradigm also permits them 

to again step into a kind of social partnership.  12-Step programs are often offered in the 

form of a support group and certain groups like Sexaholics Anonymous and Sex Addicts 

Anonymous offer 12-step work in a group setting and are linked to larger communities 

where a real sense of connection to community can be perceived. 

James added to the benefits of taking therapy into a group dimension and 

discussed his firm belief in community-based support and counseling: 

When we get into taking action steps, I am a big proponent of working on coping 

in communities.  That they develop alternative coping skills to deal with tension 
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regulation, to deal with whatever it is that the porn addiction is masking or 

covering and that they have a support community for accountability’s sake.  I 

don’t believe that once a week, an hour of therapy is enough to sufficiently 

address addiction of any kind.  I’m a big proponent of support groups; 

accountability relationships would be the mechanism for change.  Those are 

treatment strategies that I use within the different stages of change. 

Accordingly, group work might be too intense for people just beginning therapy and 

should be transitioned in to the overall treatment plan during the middle stage of therapy.  

At the beginning stage, clients might not have a too great a grasp on their own problems 

and could experience hearing everyone else’s issues as too overwhelming for them.  With 

this in mind, the participants in this study recommended the start of group support work 

to concur with the middle stage of healing. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION  

Competency and Training 

The first general area of research of this study explored the definition of porn and 

what kind of training and competencies should be in the skill set of a clinician that treats 

a person with PA.  The latter seems to be continuously strained by the lack of definition 

of the former.  This study revealed that the general preponderance of clinicians is to 

define porn as material of a sexually explicit nature used to both arouse, soothe and self-

gratify in an effort to relieve boredom and to dislodge dysphoric mood states.  But, the 

entirety of participants from this study agreed that it is incumbent to defer to the 

definition used by the client because the client best understands what brings about their 

own despair, distress and dysfunction associated with personal porn use.  A personal 

definition of porn reflecting the idiosyncrasies of the user’s acting out patterns could 

hardly act as a blanket definition for all potential clientele.  This would probably only 

constitute a backdrop that would trigger a furrowed brow or raised eyebrow of the 

workgroup committee assigned to come to a consensus and reach an encompassing 

definition as to how porn is clinically identified.  But, for the individual client, a personal 

definition to porn and what specifically triggers them is essential to proceed with 

therapeutic work.  Because sociocultural constructs, as to what constitutes porn, would 

shift from culture to culture and from age group to age group, it seems that an expansive 

definition of porn is still highly unlikely, at least in the near future.  The absence of 

defining what porn is has been an obstacle to categorizing it as a recognized and codified 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

260 

disorder.  Here again the therapeutic community seems to stumble.  It is clear that alcohol 

abuse leads to alcoholism but it is clearly understood what alcohol is.  There also seems 

to be a spectrum where we find use of alcohol at one end, with its entire sociocultural 

acceptance, to abuse of alcohol where the life of the abuser becomes dysfunctional.  Porn 

abuse is similar, although one of the interviewed clinicians argued that there is no such 

thing as porn “abuse”, because most likely from his perspective, all forms of porn are 

damaging.  This begs the question as to whether or not there is a similar spectrum of porn 

consumption with the use of porn at one end of the spectrum, perhaps enjoying 

sociocultural acceptance such as, for example, when used at a bachelor party, then 

ranging to porn abuse where consumption renders the life of the user unmanageable.  But, 

even with a spectrum of consumption, there is little to be done if a definition of porn 

cannot be articulated. 

Perhaps the solution to this problem’s “elephant in the room” is to dispense 

altogether with the notion that it is necessary to have a definition of what porn actually is.  

Perhaps this block is a variable that the treatment community needs to come to terms with 

and just set aside.  Trying to nail down consensus-based agreement as to the definition of 

pornography, and realizing how that one item has hindered development of treatment for 

addiction to it, has hindered clinical exploration of the problem for decades.  Researchers 

seem to be caught in an endless cycle of finding more addictive forms of pornography to 

needing more precise treatment protocols for it, but not being able to research them 

because the item in question cannot be adequately defined.  The solution to this problem 

could be to dispense with the use of the word pornography altogether and simply replace 
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it with a term that has lesser moral implications and fewer judgmental overtones.  It 

might be more productive to refer to PA as a form of imagery addiction and categorize 

various subtypes such as “Imagery Addiction” with a subtype of sexually related 

imagery.  While this solution might appear to be facile to some, extracting the word 

“pornography” from the diagnosis would allow clinicians to avoid the ethical issue of 

superimposing their own sense of morality on the client.  Even dropping the use of the 

word “arousing” would help, as what is arousal is in itself a topic where idiosyncratic 

cultural variants dominate and where consensus will never be found.  Theoretically, the 

absence of this stumbling block could also expand research.  Clients and clinicians could 

also then focus on problematic sexually related imagery use and identify where they are 

on a behavioral spectrum.  This spectrum could acknowledge possible functional 

sociocultural acceptable uses and then designate progressively deteriorating degrees of 

use leading to addiction.  These degrees could range from casual use to overconsumption 

to misuse, then to abuse and then to dependence creating an entire scale of potentiality 

along an addictive pathway. 

Removing the restriction of a stable definition as to what constitutes pornography 

might seem counterintuitive and counterproductive but what constitutes pornography is 

never static or stable.  Sexually explicit material has changed in both form and function 

and has evolved over the last century matching newer iterations of porn with 

progressively changing technology, leading to the contemporary manifestations that 

consumers can find and become addicted to today.  With the thought in mind that 

pornography will continue to match newer and continuously advancing technological 
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formats, a fixed definition might contraindicate possible future treatment.  Perhaps what 

is best is to identify who might be prone to self-stimulate to relieve dysphoric mood 

states via technology-driven access formats.  This kind of paradigm might be necessary 

when clinicians begin to consider treatment of people who present with addiction to 

holographically generated sexually related imagery, as well as other yet to be created 

forms of technology-driven access to such material.  It seems that being mired down by a 

strict definition, especially one with superimposed moral and ethical overtones, might 

cause research in treatment to not remain on par with advancing sophistication of 

technological expression. 

This issue of definition absence ultimately impacts training protocols.  Clear from 

the interviews presented, the participating clinicians pointed to the need for enhanced 

industry-based professional development to master essential core competencies in 

treating people with PA.  Institutions and programs such as LifeStar, IITAP and the 

CCSAS were identified as competent sources of clinical skill development, beyond the 

graduate degree for practitioners wishing to treat the needs of the PA population.  This 

recommendation inadvertently suggests issues of best practices but also issues of 

therapist access to this kind of advanced training.  Also, this recommendation alone 

seems to contradict the existing nature of licensure across the country.  It is understood in 

all states that the ability to pass the corresponding licensing exam demonstrates at least a 

minimum of competency in the area of counseling and psychotherapy.  Post-licensure, it 

is expected that clinicians will operate under an umbrella of ethical and theoretical 

competencies that should be able to embrace any potential issue a consumer may present 
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with in the therapeutic setting.  However, if private-industry certification is recommended 

to properly treat a specific disorder, this could be interpreted as an indication of the 

insufficiency and inability of existing graduate training programs in universities across 

the country in their aim to train professionals to meet the potential needs of future service 

populations.  Does such a recommendation imply that current curricula of graduate 

training programs are operating at a subpar level when it comes to actual potential service 

provision?  While it is generally understood and is also a point of ethical practice to 

pursue further professional development post-licensure, the research question related to 

training and competency does point to a degree of graduate-level insufficiency, as 

discussed by the participants, as coursework relates to skill development of both 

substance and process addictions treatment.  Coursework in addictions was either not 

offered or was not required or was somehow sewn into the curriculum, maybe as an 

assignment or a reading, in one of the existing required courses in their graduate 

programs.  All of the participants had to seek their training outside of the university 

setting.  Given the mark addictions have left on the overall population, the absence of 

proper graduate training as part of a graduate program appears to be an extreme laxity. 

If a private certification is also recommended, there is also an issue of access to 

the training needed to come about this certification.  IITAP does, for example, offer 

multi-tiered training modules for CSAT candidates around the country but it would be 

expected that a candidate travel to the larger cities where such certification training is 

offered.  There are several phases to such certifications and so candidates would have to 

travel to instruction sites several times to acquire the certification.  This begs the question 
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as to whether or not it should be an industry standard to acquire such training if it is not 

within reasonable reach of the potential interested members of the therapeutic 

community. 

What also appears to be a stretch of ethical practice is to list the completion of 

such a certification program alongside the state-generated license.  Could such a listing 

lead the public to believe that an organization such as IITAP has attained the same level 

of validity as state-issued licensing statuses, such as the LPC, LMFT or LCSW licenses, 

which are overseen by appropriate state-sanctioned business and ethics boards?  Could 

this be somehow deceiving to the public who might think that such a designation 

alongside a state license constitutes an equivalency to that license? For example, “Joe 

Therapist” might list his name and credentials as “Joe Therapist, LPC, CSAT” on his 

business card and other such business generating documents and advertisements.  Placed 

alongside the state-issued license, a consumer could get the impression that the additional 

certification is acknowledged by the state and held at the same rank and status as the 

state-issued license.  The ethics of doing this are questionable because it conveys to the 

consumer that the CSAT, and similar certs, are perhaps the product of an additional 

university degree or state-licensed training program, which they are not.  They surely are 

rigorous programs but are not a university degree nor are they the equivalent of a 

university degree. 

However, it is inarguable that such certification be pursued in preparation to treat 

the PA population, as comments by the participants of this study so reflect.  If this, as an 

emergent industry-related theme, does accurately reflect the current state of PA 
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treatment, perhaps then what is lacking is an understanding of the progressive nature of 

skill development and how better more refined skills create a better business product.  

Therapy, besides being an art, is also a business and business needs will change with the 

needs of the consumer base.  Emphasis could be placed in graduate coursework towards 

the idea that expertise can be attained through a sequential mastery of more advanced 

skills in a specific domain.  This concept needs to be revisited within graduate programs 

that might indirectly convey that the issuance of their degree constitutes ultimate mastery 

and maturity in their field and not mere infancy. 

Perhaps what is best is to create an addiction treatment competency model similar 

to models that are used in business and in sectors of government that intersect with the 

public from a service-provision point of view.  Figure 4 is an illustration of the 

Fundamentals of Health Care Competency model as used by the Competency Model 

Clearinghouse of the United States Department of Labor.  Such models are available for 

manufacturing, energy and utilities, retail trade and other sectors that provide 

professional services to consumers.  
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Figure 4.  Fundamental of Health Care Competency Model 
(US Department of Labor, Employment and Training 
Administration) 

Bosworth & Frugoli (n.d.) presented the concept of occupational credentials from the 

point of view of marketing a specific skill set targeted to a specific segment of society.  

They identified the various phases of development that encompass the acquisition of 

specific tiers of expertise.  Figure 4 also displays this as a general model that could be 

applied in public service business provision, including health-related business pursuits.  
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An additional competency could include the academic foundation of addictions 

coursework in addition to the other listed competencies above.  Similarly, it could be 

included as a superordinate competency the gathering of additional certifications from 

non-state organizations, such as IITAP, that are recognized as refining standards for 

effective service provision.  This could potentially close the loop between what is 

considered the industry standard for training and professional development because 

currently a competency model that acknowledges private-sector authorizations is not 

generally included in graduate training programs.  An inclusion of such could set the 

stage for an acceptance of further work waiting to be done that will bring the graduate 

student to further future levels of more precise and effective service provision. 

Bosworth & Frugoli (n.d.) also discussed the concept of “stackable” credentials 

and include among them the occupational licenses issued by the state but also recognize 

certifications from professional associations of which IITAP, LifeStar and IACSAS are 

all examples.  They also acknowledge even more specific certifications for specific skill 

sets within a certain profession, which may or may not ever appear as part of a university 

degree or an IITAP certification.  An example of such a specific skill might be addressing 

the needs of teenage girls with PA, focusing on the variables that segregate them from the 

overall population of PA sufferers.  The benefit, according to them, is that such 

certifications reflect a third-party endorsement from an industry that is recognized as a 

voice and an advocate for advancement of that field.  These certifications also attest to 

specific skill attainment and are recognized by other professionals in the same and related 

industries as an indication of advanced training in a specific domain.  The use of a 
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competency model as part of a graduate training program could introduce graduate 

coursework as a step in an ever-unraveling formational or foundational growing skill set 

but which then progressively advances to higher tiers.  Skill acquisition does not end with 

the issuance of a university degree and an understanding of this could be inculcated in 

students by virtue of such a competency model.  Further along the hierarchy could be an 

industry-based tier of industry-related competencies, such as substance and process 

addictions, the distinction and similarities of the two and further matters of possible 

comorbidity. 

Finally, the specific specialty practice of PA or SA therapy would further 

distinguish the acquisition of related skills as a superordinate advancement thus easily 

clarifying for graduate school students an impression of a potential ladder to climb as 

they move to higher skill acquisition and subsequent training.  It would also allow 

consumers to create an expectation of what they hope to find in a counselor as they 

search for the right professional to meet their specific need.  The presentation of such a 

competency model would do much to help orient students to the understanding that 

competence does not end with the issuance of a university diploma.  Rather, competence 

is established through a lifelong pursuit of professional development.  This kind of 

competency model could shine more light on how state-issued licenses can be buoyed up 

by private professional associations and their own corresponding credentials.  A 

pyramidal hierarchy creates an understanding of what should be included in instruction to 

future counselors in the context of post-diploma continued preparedness.  Such further 

preparedness would be seen as expected efforts at further professional growth with the 
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purpose of greater refinement towards meeting the changing needs of a corresponding 

consumer service population.  A professional-growth based conceptualization of a PA 

Progressive Competency Model including the results drawn from this study is displayed 

in Figure 5. 

 

Figure 5.  Pornography Addiction Progressive Competency Model 
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Role of Technology 

This study revealed that technology plays a central role in the contemporary 

establishment of porn as an addiction.  The use of technology can highly accelerate depth 

and development of the disease pathway because of ease of access, affordability and 

relative anonymity that technology offers the home or mobile device user.  From a social 

context, the role of technology also has assumed an indirect role as vanguard of potential 

porn-positive behaviors and ideologies being admitted to the overall landscape of macro-

society.  Technology then participates in the creation of a porn-friendly ubiquity that 

overrides previous societal strictures against use, moral acceptability or personal 

involvement.  From a sexual point of view, the role of technology is that of a content 

provider to facilitate masturbation and potential real-life social engagement that 

culminates in sexual encounters.  Technology allows a construct like porn to be resituated 

from a category that was previously unspeakable to now being repositioned as part of the 

benign mainstream, rendering salacious content commonplace, and making what is 

exploitive and profane, pedestrian and prosaic. 

The argument can be made that people choose to access porn sites and that free 

personal agency should trump any blame to be placed on advanced technology.  There is 

some truth to this argument, but the role of porn as it further merges with technology is 

not to be passive but rather to assume the stance of an active marketer luring in new 

customers in a way that is historically unparalleled.  Behavioral analytics are collected 

unawares, in stealth mode with most people not knowing their consumer preferences are 

being mined and recorded for future marketing campaigns prepared specifically to match 
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their own history of site visitation.  Besides dropping cookies onto a viewer’s hard drive, 

pornographic material has morphed in an ever-aggressive effort to tantalize and draw new 

customers.  Data-monetization through marketing surveillance strategies employing 

various tracking strategies such as beacons and cookies create personal metrics that allow 

marketers to target specific products to the consumer based on tendencies mined during 

surveillance.  This functions kind of like a heat-seeking missile knowing how to reach a 

target by filtering away any nonproductive nonrevenue-producing distractions. 

This is hardly passivity.  The result is a content laden temptation so highly refined 

and specified that it knows exactly what kink hits the neurosexuo pathways sufficiently to 

trigger the mechanism of arousal, response and purchase.  Charlie David, writer and 

director of the documentary “I’m a Porn Star” (2013) commented on the nature of 

technology and its connection to the expanding world of porn: 

Try to explain that [previous presentations of porn] today to a kid who can type 

the word [body part] into an Internet browser and have a million pictures pop up 

at their disposal.  Never mind the ability to refine that search to locate photos and 

video to match a buffet of interests for any fetish connoisseur.  Is this good?  Is 

this bad?  Or is it simply the inevitable technological landing pad for our hired 

wired obsession with sex?  We must be changed by our consumption of porn, but 

in what ways exactly?  To the best of my knowledge, none of us have gone blind 

regardless of the extent of our consumption.  But does it make us take our own 

bodies, our relationships, our sex lives or lack thereof into a territory of unfair 

scrutiny by constant comparison to those of porn stars?  Pornography is one of the 
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last bastions of moral contention, but if everyone is watching it, what is left to 

argue? 

David seems to imply that watching porn is a contemporary response option channeling 

hard-wired natural libidinous energy to seek out sexual stimuli and sexual gratification.  

Viewing porn is merely one such option to achieve needed gratification.  But, as he 

pointed out, the ability to refine and connect to one’s fetish has been made so incredibly 

easy and precise by technology in an unprecedented way.  If, for example, tall redheads 

in stiletto heels were the trigger of someone’s mechanism of sexual arousal, thirty years 

ago it would have been necessary to scour hundreds of magazines to find relevant images 

to satiate the idiosyncratic sex trigger.  Today, however, finding that category of imagery 

is just mouse clicks away and might take less than a minute to find the right matching 

fetishistic imagery and videos to quell a particular masturbatory craving and compulsion.  

As technology advances, watchdog groups are concerned that VR formats might create a 

“kinematic fingerprint” mining more data by recording the metrics of a person’s body 

parts and body movements while using the technology (Kopstein, 2016).  Such a concept 

could conceivably relay to VR developers which aspects of their product are more 

enticing.  From an addiction perspective, such physical surveillance could create a form 

of recorded data that could give rise to adult content even more difficult to overcome.  It 

would be wise to be aware that such changes could easily happen. 

Porn marketers have figured out that thousands and thousands of others can 

potentially share a person’s unique sense of kink.  This dynamic creates a perfect 

business model for people drawn to a particular kind of fetishistic imagery.  Specific kink 
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is highly data-mined and highly marketed by ads.  Collectively shared kink paired with a 

lack of inhibition have ultimately created genre-specific porn sites and porn stars, such as 

the previously mentioned James Deen who is known for his use of violence against 

women in his work.  Technology has succeeded in pairing product with population even 

permitting the creation of entire online communities who all share unique fetishistic 

expression.  Such specificity has created an enormous financial windfall for willing 

entrepreneurs. 

Hypothetically, it could be argued that previous generations would have been just 

as addicted to porn if the technology existed to access people to it as it exists now.  David 

touched indirectly the  “chicken or the egg” paradigm: does advanced technology create 

porn addiction or does technology just allow people to tap into a primal sexual need and 

response that would still exist even if technology were not as it is today?  If the answer to 

this is the former, then it would be safe to conclude that technology magnifies the 

capacity to become addicted to porn and that the discovery of porn through technology 

might operate like a disease formed through a diathesis stress model, where the behavior 

is latent but reaches full presentation by a triggering environmental stimulus.  In other 

words, the desire to engage in porn might lie dormant and not become manifest until 

some stressor in life or environment overwhelms the user’s existing coping strategies.  

Technology is engaged when existing coping skills are not enough to negotiate intense 

environmental stress and strained emotional deregulation. 

The results of this study seem to confirm what David wrote about so stridently: 

that technology accesses people to voluminous amounts of interest-specific porn that 
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trigger with precision one’s own personal kink and quirk that renders the viewer 

powerlessly compelled to return to it.  In previous generations, it would have been 

necessary to search effusively to find the right sexually satiating material, now the “right 

stuff” is available to anyone who is logged on and can type on a keyboard.  David also 

pointed out: 

There has been a tidal shift in the industry since the change in millennia and 

perhaps now more than ever before the directors and producers and stars who 

work in porn are posed to either win big, or be swallowed by advancements in 

new technology.  It depends on how adept they are at riding the wave.  There are 

now an estimated 370 million pornographic websites online catering to you that 

[person] you are dating, your neighbors, your boss and every single person who 

claims they do not watch it. 

David made reference to the number of people who view porn but who would never 

admit to it.  It is the therapeutic experience of the author of this study that more people 

find it easier to disclose issues of fornication and adultery than it is to disclose issues 

related to the use of online porn.  This might be because the use of pornography still 

implies to those who deny using it a kind of hardwired perversion that lurks deeply 

within them that would disenfranchise them socially from others if such knowledge were 

made known.  Contrarily, admitting infidelity or promiscuity is perhaps easier to disclose 

because sex with a partner still falls within the spectrum of normal behavior and is 

interpreted as an indication of lack of personal control whereas porn use could imply a 
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deeper inner disturbance of the psyche that if made known, might scare others enough to 

sever social ties. 

David clearly predicts that people in the porn industry must pay close attention to 

new advancements and adaptations in technology or they will have to eat the dust of 

those who did and be financially left behind.  His statement only confirms that the role of 

technology and porn have merged to create a powerful subcultural voice, one that many 

find to be a source of entertainment and distraction, one that is still considered to be a 

valid form of postmodern expression, and one where use is still something some would 

rather not wish to admit.  This voice also has the capacity to manipulate thought, attitude, 

and emotion through massive-scale social contagion by transferring emotions and 

attitudes to others without their awareness (Kramer, Guillory, & Hancock, 2014).  Such 

contagion could assist the social acceptance of porn and feed the eventual development of 

addiction to those vulnerable.  Addicts also define this same voice as paralyzing, and as a 

pariah of human exploitation ravaging personal functioning and derailing self-control.  

The latter is declared more so by those who suffer from it and their families, which seek 

adequate help to overcome it, and cannot find it. 

This study also defines technology playing a crucial a role in the dismantling of 

PA, as evidenced by various filters, scanners and accountability software that are now 

available to people who need to take the easy access edge off of their computers.  The 

participants in this study all acknowledged the benefit of involving these items in the 

initial stages of therapy when it is necessary to reach an experience of sobriety early on.  

Initial experiences with sobriety empower clients to feel hope and anchor the belief that it 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

276 

is possible to get this monkey off their backs.  The efficacy of the various kinds of 

technology-based interventions was not the topic of research for this study.  It is 

presumed that as technology advances, these kinds of interventions will also become 

more sophisticated and perhaps more effective at anticipating efforts to circumnavigate 

them.  The interviewees all discussed how many of their clients will eventually find ways 

to go around these kinds of blocks and for that reason, cannot be considered to be an 

enduring fool-proof stop gap measure to discipline behavior.  But, they collectively did 

express that their main benefit is to play a role in establishing a period of success in the 

initial stages of therapy.  This creates an experience of reality they will later need to 

ground their conviction that change is possible especially when the complexities of life 

continue to trigger their compulsions which invariably reappear during the therapeutic 

journey as adaptation to healthier responses is learned during stress negotiation. 

The role of technology as it relates to PA offers some sobering perspectives that 

many rank and file persons simply overlook.  From the collective theories presented by 

John Suler (2004) who conceptualized the existence of ODE and Mary Aiken (2016) who 

identified OE, the deeper role of technology as it relates to the development of IA and PA 

is more easily clarified.  Certain technology-related concepts will be discussed briefly. 

The theories of ODE and OE corroborate the opinions of the interviewees of this 

study.  It is important for consumers to be aware that present-day and future-day 

technology is capable of significantly altering human behavior.  Those persons 

challenged with impulse control issues might find the natural reinforcer of sexual 

behavior to be too overpowering when high-speed Internet connections proffer a socially 
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disconnected counterfeit orgasmic experience through online sites.  The computer itself is 

a vehicle that can transform behavioral repertoire. IA and PA are perhaps companion 

disorders and theoretically the latter is a highly corroborated comorbid manifestation of 

the former (Smith, 2008).  Human behavior can further change while online as well.  The 

essential crux behind ODE is that while logged on, people can progressively indulge 

disinhibiting societally sanctioned moral strictures and safeguards and set them aside.  

This means that while online, people are capable of engaging in behavior they might 

otherwise not.  Paired with OE, people who feel disinhibited, unaccountable to any 

source of authority who also feel the ease of access, anonymity and relatively cost-free 

opportunity to log on to porn, will most likely do so causing a qualitative and quantitative 

shift in the kinds of sites visited.  The rapidity of access and anonymity can unleash 

impulsive behavior, crescendo and escalate to problematic behavior, spiraling out of 

control and out of the realm of good judgment.  As evidenced by porn sites accessed 

through technology, such behavior can transition to a cybersexual realm where the X-

rated world beckons with enthusiasm.  Online risks are real.  Behaviors can shift quickly. 

It is conceivable that the ramifications of surfing online porn sites could migrate offline 

causing pathological behavior and attitudes that further exacerbate social interaction, 

sexual expectation as well as the ability to distinguish reality from fantasy. 

Most Effective Empirically Supported Therapies 

Even with the addition of this study, there is still no specific algorithm to rely on 

to treat an addiction to porn.  As expressed by the participants, porn is described as a 

band-aid, a curative hiding a deeper wound and a deeper emotional pain.  Porn is merely 
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an effort at medicating that wound and the dynamics that caused it.  Before discussing the 

most effective theoretical orientations, it is necessary to re-acknowledge the contrary 

positions to the concept of pornography and the labeling of it.  Blevins (2016) represents 

the voice that claims the use of porn is a healthy variant of human sexuality, albeit a 

nontraditional one.  Layden (2010) argued that porn should be regulated because of the 

established harm it has caused to children, individuals, and women and to people not 

immediately connected to its consumption. 

As already addressed in this paper, this study contends that porn is personally 

corrosive, dismantles self-control and alters mood by unnaturally undoing naturally-

occurring ego dystonic mood states with a self-induced dopaminergic sexual high.  An 

addiction to porn becomes personally unhealthy because as the user succumbs to 

temptation, agency is surrendered even when it is already known that indulgence will 

bring dysfunction distress and even chaos.  Porn is interpreted by the author of this study 

as unhealthy as much of it is based on objective exploitation of vulnerable people who 

are being exploited for their naïveté, their financial insecurity, their drug addiction, or 

their need to vindicate a life bereft of achievement by becoming an overnight sensation, 

or a “flash in the pan” to compensate for a lack of social recognition.  The pornosphere 

will eventually abandon willing performers when newer faces come along to appease the 

consumer need for novelty.  The author of this paper respects the opinions of those who 

feel porn should not be vilified.  But, the question remains as to how something healthy 

can come from what is unhealthy.  While the imposed moral overtones of this question 

are not being denied, it is troubling to believe that healthy needs are met by watching 
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performances where violence and humiliation predominate.  Such is the case with 

bondage vomit porn where women can be blindfolded and hog-tied while men gag the 

actress while unmercifully forcing their genitalia down her throat.  How could such 

violence and depersonalization be considered healthy behavior?  If performing this is 

unhealthy, as it appears to be, then how could watching it and masturbating to it be a 

healthy behavior?  It strains the imagination to consider this kind of scenario as healthy, 

yet such categories of porn are common productions and are quite popular with the 

viewing population (Jensen, 2007). 

Before an analysis of which theoretical orientations are most effective, it is also 

necessary to reframe PA for what the participants of this study interpret it to be.  PA is an 

out of control unmanageable dependence on salacious imagery that serves as an 

emotional curative, a band-aid so to speak that is placed on deeply conscious and 

unconscious internalized wounds.  Persons dealing with PA often report extensive early 

childhood or teenage trauma (Hall, 2013).  Trauma can also be created by exposure to 

shocking material, which the viewer cannot process psychologically.  The effects of 

trauma are rarely domain-specific but can globalize, bleed and even hemorrhage into 

most areas of psychosocial development, particularly affecting the user’s ability to attach 

and connect socially and romantically.  It is necessary for the person suffering with PA to 

interpret their malady as a representation of trauma-induced disorders of intimacy and 

attachment that also carries a concurrent neuroaffective overlay.  Porn becomes 

integrated into the coping repertoire of a person and then sadly, porn becomes a problem. 

As persons seek help to overcome PA, they would be best served to be made to 
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understand that it is primarily trauma and attachment issues that need to be addressed and 

that their addiction to porn is really only a balm to soothe a pain that will not go away 

without reintroduction of attachment and social connection.  With this understanding in 

place, an unhealthy relationship with porn can be interpreted as a desperate need for real 

flesh and blood human relationship.  Knowing this, it is more possible to move away 

from the social stigma attached to compulsive PA and accept the disorder as a medical 

biopsychosocial problem as opposed to being a moral issue suffered by those who simply 

have a weak sense of morality and self-control. 

As heralded by the clinicians involved in this study, compassion and empathy 

should form the backdrop of the clinical environment that clients encounter as they begin 

the therapeutic process.  Because the most prominent dragon to initially slay is the tidal 

wave of shame that accompanies the client to preliminary sessions, compassion must be 

an unquestionable component of whatever sequence is used.  There is no 

counterargument or counterproposal to the eclectic use of theoretical orientations and 

strategies as identified by the participants of this study.  Rather, there are significant 

multicultural concerns that can and must be considered before placing too much loyalty 

on implementation of any sequence of identified theoretical orientations.  Additionally, 

there are occasions when any kind of hard and fast sequence should be discarded. 

Perhaps the most overriding multicultural concern affecting the successful 

outcome of the treatment of PA is the frame of mind of the therapist.  Given the concerns 

presented by several of the participants regarding researchers’ inability to find a 

representative sample of non-using persons to serve as control group for major research 
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efforts, added to the documented failure that previous researchers have encountered 

(Liew, 2009), it is not unrealistic to explore if pervasiveness of adult material use has also 

tainted the therapeutic community as well.  Are there clinicians that use porn that do not 

recognize it as such because of their own culture’s acceptance of the material?  It is also 

possible that clients might seek out services from clinicians who unbeknownst to them 

are also struggling with the same issue.  Practitioners who treat persons presenting with 

porn addiction who also have porn integrated into their own repertoire of coping 

mechanisms need to question whether or not they are entering an ethically questionable 

realm.  Furthermore, this is a multicultural issue as porn has become a culture unto itself, 

from all the different aspects of actor recruitment to production to who is watching it, the 

pornosphere has become a not-so-secret society unto its own, affecting the maintenance 

of time honored relationship traditions and cultural sexual norms and expectations.  

Given the difficulty at finding persons with no exposure to or use of porn to form control 

groups, it is possible that the culture of porn has crept into the lives of those who provide 

treatment for it. 

Dr. Jeffrey Kottler (2010), described the evolution of individual therapists who 

must grapple with the reality that, at times, they must guide clients to live a way that they 

themselves have not mastered.  He wrote: 

Perhaps these debates [on theoretical perspectives] are useful in clarifying the 

universal features embedded in all therapeutic work, but there is one area of 

hypocrisy that I can’t abide: it just burns me up when I encounter a professional 

(or parts of myself) who asks clients to do things that he himself cannot do.  What 
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kind of image do we project to the public when we cannot demonstrate in our own 

lives the most rudimentary degree of empathy, sincerity, and emotional stability?  

What sort of hypocrites have we become when we ask people to do things that we 

are unwilling or unable to do ourselves? (p. 26) 

James, one of the interviewees, also referenced the personal perspective of the integrity 

of the treatment provider during his own interview: 

One [item to be resolved] is I believe that our clients affect us as much as we 

affect our clients, so the thing is I have had to be assured of my own perspective 

about sexuality and pornography.  If I’m going to be preaching it, I need to be 

living it.  This is similar to if I was working primarily with chemical addicts, can I 

drink socially?  That’s a decision, I needed to make it.  If I’m working with porn 

addiction, can I be using porn as part of my repertoire?  Is that normal?  Is that not 

normal?  Is it appropriate?  Is it inappropriate?  Is it honoring?  Is it dishonoring? 

Those are questions I’ve had to grapple with.  I need to make sure that I am living 

a lifestyle that I am preaching. 

In relation to this research, Kottler and the above-referenced participant from this study 

ask a sobering question: should the therapist who treats the PA client also be living a 

porn-free life?  What is potentially most significant about this query is that it is always 

ethically necessary for practitioners to address their own issues of countertransference 

when they arise during session.  Countertransferential triggers could nullify analytic 

integrity and threaten the safety of the work being done by counselor and client.  One of 

the established goals of any kind of SA therapy is to reduce anxiety and distress related to 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

283 

the compulsions (Zeglin, 2016).  It would be most counterproductive for a client to 

experience additional anxiety because the therapeutic integrity of the analyst is running 

askew.  It is always most ethical to act in a way that protects the client from further harm.  

It is never anticipated that the harm stem from the counselor but such a thing could 

happen if the counselor is too triggered by their own reactions to details that become 

reminders of areas of their own lives that are not fully resolved. 

Therapists working with this population must exercise careful monitoring and 

caution when interacting with the cyberworld and do all possible to not find the nose of a 

camel stuck under their tent.  His or her actions must, to the degree possible, be above 

reproach.  Counselors who experience frequent countertransferential reactions to this 

issue should consider working with another population until pertinent matters in their 

own lives are unraveled and resolved.  Acknowledgement of countertransferential 

reactions means that the therapist must exhibit a degree of unimpeachable honesty in 

their own self-assessment.  Counselors who also give in to this kind of temptation might 

also examine whether or not it is because of an unrestrained curiosity, laxity or perhaps 

even an effect of secondary trauma.  Constant second-hand exposure to sensitive sexual 

details and descriptions of prurient website content might trigger their own diathetic 

stress response.  Those suffering the effects of secondary reactions to stress and client 

pathology should seek appropriate therapeutic care.  Counselors must also be aware when 

they have been affected by the societal desensitization to pornographic imagery.  

Certainly, the practitioner using a screen saver with a centerfold or bikini model needs to 

revisit that decision. 
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Counseling and psychotherapy can be stressful.  As stress increases, inner frenzy 

can prompt an increase in indulgence.  It is possible that porn use can increase during 

therapy when sensitive issues are addressed.  Indulgence can also escalate during therapy 

because of exterior circumstances outside the counseling setting.  Use of porn, however, 

can decrease depending on successful integration of substitute behaviors.  Treatment is 

not just about stress inoculation but behavior replacement.  It will be necessary to teach 

new responses to stress, meeting whatever biopsychosocial unmet need that is 

predominant in a healthy way as opposed to an unhealthy way. 

Additional trauma can also be suffered during therapy and should be addressed 

immediately, and not shelved for later exploration as per any hard and fast therapeutic 

sequential model.  With this in mind, clinicians should prepare to engage the 

recommendations in an accordion-like fashion, eclectically meandering through the use 

of the suggested theory sequence as the present needs of the client demands.  Like the 

bellows of an accordion that must strategically expand and contract, forcing air in or out 

in order to hit the right note, a therapist must be clinically adept at applying the same 

bellowing system when working with the client to make sure that the right intervention 

happens at the right time to treat specific variables as they come up even if the theoretical 

orientation falls out of the suggested sequential format. 

Despite the commonalities that emerged from the interviews creating a 

progressive theoretical flow, there is yet another concept that can be added to what was 

verbalized by the participants as it relates to client recovery.  There is an additional 

perspective possibly creating a seamless thread uniting the different perspectives into one 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

285 

tapestry.  The principles of Social Learning Theory (SLT) as researched by Albert 

Bandura (Bandura, 1976; Kottler, 2010) could provide a very powerful connecter linking 

the entire landscape of sequential and progressive theoretical orientations.  Bandura's 

theory, in abbreviated terms, implies the need of a model to establish and exemplify the 

sought-out behavior.  According to SLT, clients would theoretically make greater 

improvements towards sobriety if an example of the kind of life they seek to live were 

laid out at their feet.  SLT speaks to a person who empirically models the target behavior.  

The clinical model for which the client could restructure his life could well be the very 

counselor with whom they are seeking therapy.  The counselor could also explain and 

exhibit the different theoretical models as identified by the participants of this study, 

allowing the client to better conceptualize how he or she could grow by willingly 

engaging in the interventions intrinsic to each theoretical orientation.  Exposure to a 

practitioner who lives the kind of life the client seeks would afford a viable living goal 

for what life could be like once he or she reaches the desired degree of sobriety.  There is 

a great deal of client empowerment and mentoring that can be achieved if the clinician 

also shares with the client their own efforts at managing a porn free life, even if the 

clinician never struggled with this as an issue.  This would include concepts of how they 

attempt to avoid interaction with questionable sites and how to avoid even the appearance 

of impropriety. 

The goal of any assortment of progressively implemented theoretical strategies is 

to target an unwanted behavior whose etiology and symptomology the client may not 

immediately understand.  For those people who accidentally stumbled upon pornography 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

286 

and even for those who consciously sought this out, an automatic dependence upon this 

material can be internalized creating an addiction.  A rewarding neurochemical circuit is 

formed serving to regulate an inner emotional frenzy by triggering a sense of pleasure, 

calm and euphoria.  While the client may not be able to verbalize the scientific 

undertones and terminology that form an addictive response pattern, they are nonetheless 

experiencing a distressful sense of dependence that feels like a form of slavery.  

Gathering the different theoretical orientations and treatment strategies together, aligning 

them with a growing competency model is a good step to take to outline a standard of 

care for the client. 

However, the key to making it all gel, from the first stages of MI to modeling 

client self-efficacy through SLT, is a real empathic and trusting relationship with a 

therapist whose warmth and caring are undeniable.  Relationship will be the key to 

healing.  Theories and competency models might help but clients want above all more 

than anything to understand and to be heard and understood.  For the latter to occur, a 

warm, trusting therapeutic relationship must be in place.  Kottler (2010) summarized the 

uncertainty about therapeutic strategies in light of the compelling need of identifying 

strict formulaic procedures with crystallized segmented components: 

In the absence of certainty about what is best, in the presence of someone who is 

needy and vulnerable, there is a compelling urge for us to do something.  It has 

become the zeitgeist of our times to embrace evidence-based practice, empirically 

supported treatments, technical eclecticism, strategic interventions, structured 

therapeutic ordeals, behavioral management, and other forms of helping that 
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emphasize technique, especially those that are purported to work quickly and 

efficiently.  In many ways, we have permission to adapt our style and methods 

according to the client’s needs and situation.  Lost in the rush toward technical 

innovation are the human dimensions of the relationships between people. (p. 7) 

Kottler is invariably correct in his assessment that therapists can get caught up in the 

mechanics of politically approved evidence-based practices, but a guide or a schematic of 

what the approach could be, would be most helpful to novice counselors who are still wet 

behind the ears and need this kind of guidance.  Veteran counselors will recognize that a 

“one-size-fits-all” blanket approach will not work.  The zeal to fit a client to a precise 

paradigm with rigid and formulaic parameters might actually be harmful.  But, new 

counselors or those who are now discovering an influx of clientele presenting with PA 

might benefit from the sequence of theory identified by the findings of this paper.  

Ultimately, the goal of therapy is not just to stop unwanted behavior but also to uncover 

enough formative details and resolve them so the client no longer uses pornographic 

material as an emotional outlet or as a tool to reestablish composure or as a means to 

regulate the central nervous system. 

Limitations 

This study was done partially to help clinicians identify what works best when 

clients present with PA.  There are not a lot of counselors trained to treat people with this 

problem.  It is most likely that there are few people in areas away from major 

metropolitan areas who are adept in the most contemporary findings of any SA 

therapeutic interventions.  However, a limitation inherent in this study is that none of the 
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interviewed clinicians are offering services in an in-patient facility.  All of the 

interviewees counsel clients on an outpatient basis in either private practices or in a 

community-sized agency.  None of them, however, reported being part of a large 

managed care facility offering residential services.  It is likely that in a residential setting, 

it would be more possible to regulate the use of technology thus forcing a shutdown of 

client access to porn.  Being in a therapeutic setting all day long, it would also be 

conceivable to meander more easily across the identified theoretical sequence as dictated 

by whether the client is in an individual or group setting in the facility.  Prior to intake, it 

would be assumed that MI had already been done and sincerity established to permit 

commencement of residential treatment.  Another limitation of this study is that it may 

not speak to the need of those who seek short-term therapy, either for financial reasons or 

other personal circumstances.  Any kind of treatment experience involving 

psychoanalysis is going to take a long time, perhaps an exhaustively long time, and the 

client or community might not have the resources to accommodate such a long 

therapeutic trajectory.  With such realities in mind, more research should be done to 

create a time and cost-efficient therapeutic model for those with limited resources who 

must rely on community support groups for the lion’s share of their own personal growth. 

Conclusion 

There are people who enjoy porn and who do not appear to suffer any personal 

loss or dysfunction because of it.  The conclusions of this paper are not for them.  This 

paper is for those who find their lives lay painfully bare because of PA and who want out, 

whose therapists need some extra direction in getting them out.  In summary, porn is 
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defined as explicit imagery of a sexual nature that is used by the viewer to achieve on-

demand sexual gratification in an effort to lift boredom and ease the burden of unpleasant 

mood states such as anger, sadness, anxiety or worry.  Porn use is an ersatz sublimation 

of the libidinous drive that motivates humans to seek sociality, pair bonding, affection 

and intimacy.  Finding the absence of the latter emotionally overwhelming, the ensuing 

pain is mitigated by porn, which reregulates the central nervous system.  Porn then is 

utilized as a substitute for a genuine real life psychosocial attachment and as a tool to 

unnaturally dislodge and displace painful affective states.  Porn complicates the natural 

drive for intimacy and attachment by triggering powerful releases of pleasurable 

neurotransmitters in the brain.  Stress and tension from environmental factors coupled 

with an unmet need for human connection can demand the further release of pleasurable 

neurochemicals when growing anxiety or other deregulated emotions threaten the 

maintenance of a safe ego state.  This reflex, experienced repeatedly, becomes a 

conditioned response to an impending feeling of not being in affective control.  Porn is a 

counterfeit tool that tries to restore neuroaffective homeostasis returning the individual to 

a place of inner emotional balance and regulation.  Porn becomes an addiction when use 

is assimilated into the behavioral repertoire when presenting ego dystonic mood states 

and unmet intimacy needs demand efforts at restoring affective normalcy in the brain. 

Modern technology has facilitated an enormous expansion of porn use and 

subsequent porn addiction to those most vulnerable.  Invariably, the Internet has 

collapsed geographic distances between this material and the home of the viewer.  

Someone in North Hampton, New Hampshire could become addicted to material made in 
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Northridge, California and access that material as if it were not made across the continent 

but made as close as the house next door.  Facilitated by postmodern moral relativism, 

the cyberworld, pop culture and pathology have fused to such a degree that throngs of 

people stumble into this material without intention of solidifying any kind of permanent 

habit or pattern of behavior.  Addiction to porn is highly facilitated by unspeakably easy 

access to the Internet, which co-opts the information superhighway to provide an 

unlimited number, millions actually, of adult-themed sites with graphic imagery to any 

viewer choosing to seek out this kind of stimulation.  Modern technology has brought 

amazing facilities and conveniences to modern man.  However, the role of technology as 

it relates to PA is to be a direct facilitator of access to adult material.  Technology 

assumes an active role in marketing people to idiosyncratically powerful sites, which 

trigger their own mechanism of sexual arousal by using advanced consumer seeking 

strategies to match the viewer with the right match of consumer product. 

Little research exists on what kinds of treatment protocols are most effective at 

helping people whom become addicted to porn and who cannot shake their dependence 

on it, causing their lives and relationships to become distressed and unmanageable.  The 

participants of this study identified a utilization sequence where different theoretical 

orientations are implemented that match the client precisely with the stage of therapy and 

degree of growth they progressively require.  Because relatively few clinicians who treat 

PA have had much requisite training in this area, the sequence could prove to be a guide 

for clinicians who have clients who present with this problem or who disclose this 

problem during their therapy for a different condition after the initial intake.  Motivation 
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to change, ego strength, and willingness to endure are fundamentals of any successful 

therapy as is the relationship between therapist and client.  It is hoped that the results of 

this study will further allow clients and clinicians to experience success in therapy as the 

difficult work of breaking down the layers of addiction to pornography are slowly peeled 

away, like an onion, identifying precisely the determinants of the addiction and what 

could mitigate them. 

The participants of this study, unbeknownst to them, also identified specific 

competencies, which are crucial arrows in a quiver of therapeutic skills when treating PA.  

Because the paradigm of PA or SA is still so controversial and not universally agreed 

upon, an industry-based consumer expected competency model does not currently exist 

that officially delineates the specific tiers of competency a clinician should have in place 

when offering services to this specific population.  This study also has made an attempt to 

identify such competencies and place the individual strands of competence in their most 

appropriate and respective tier of professional development.  For persons interested in 

focusing their lives on helping people with this problem, this competency model might 

serve to be very useful in guiding them to acquisition of greater skills. 

Pornography will likely evolve over the coming years to become even more 

intertwined to progressively advancing technology, both growing and evolving to new 

degrees of sophistication.  As technology mutates, so will porn, it is inevitable.  It is also 

likely that pornography will grow to be ever more corrosive to personal biopsychosocial 

development.  Millions of people access porn each day.  Left unchecked, the collective 

result of pervasive digital porn use could throw askew typical psychosocial identity 
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formation.  This could leave society to face mass characterological changes to personality 

on an unprecedented scale.  As society asks, “How did it come to this?” it must also ask, 

“What must be done to reverse the effects of exposure or overexposure to such thought 

and personality-changing material?” If we rightfully acknowledge the damage that it has 

done to the behavior of people who suffer from PA, then the therapeutic community must 

not be remiss in taking action.  To know of the potential of this problem and to do 

nothing is tantamount to tacit approval.  Assertion and advocacy are required on behalf of 

those most unable to have a research-facilitated voice on this topic.  The therapeutic 

community must finally come to, perhaps not a manifesto, but a statement of what the 

potential of this material is by acknowledging the masses of people who suffer from an 

addiction to it and the damage it has done to their own intra and interpersonal 

functioning.  Is it a healthy variant of sexual expression or is it a threat and menace to a 

developing mind or to a mind already laden with other serious biopsychosocial issues?  

Whatever voice of assertion and advocacy is generated, that voice must not be soft-

spoken but rather be tenacious, unintimidated, loud and at times booming.  The ranks of 

those who scoff, fending off revenue loss, even pornographers, performers, marketers as 

well as researchers, will be great.  Their postmodern platform will be ample and spacious, 

their arguments and attitudes irascible.  Despite any protestation, people who find 

themselves mired in this behavior will continue to seek help for it.  They do so now.  It is 

the hope of the author of this paper that the counseling community will step up, hear their 

requests, acknowledge their needs and set about problem solving to ultimately find an 
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answer.  It is also the hope of this researcher that this study moves us a step closer in that 

direction. 
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APPENDECIES 

Appendix A: Information Sheet 

What is this project studying? 
 
This research is studying which counselor training competencies and treatment strategies 

are most clinically effective for helping people overcome an addiction to pornography.  

This study hopes to identify which therapeutic interventions would be most successfully 

transferable to counselors seeking competent strategies to help their clientele. 

What would I do if I participate? 
 
Your participation will consist of an interview, which will last between 45-60 minutes in 

length.  Interviews will be scheduled according to your comfort and convenience.  Your 

participation is completely voluntary.  Any questions can be skipped and you as the 

participant can stop the interview at any time for any reason, if you so choose.  You will 

be asked to complete a brief demographic questionnaire.  Demographic information will 

only be used for descriptive and comparative purposes that may or may not be present for 

each participant.  You will be asked if you can be audio recorded during your interview.  

The recording is necessary to ensure accuracy and completeness of information.  The 

recording will be stored on the researcher’s external hard drive and on a password 

protected SD cared stores with the corresponding hard copy data.  A transcription of the 

interview will then be generated so the co-investigator can develop a theory underlying 

the themes that you provide during your answers to the interview questions.  The 

information will be uploaded with a pseudonym that you provide on the demographic 

information sheet.  Upon completion of the research, your original audio recording will 
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be deleted.  Additionally, after completion of research, any identifying information such 

as name or email address or phone number will be deleted as well.  Demographic 

information from the questionnaire will remain in the custody of the co-investigator who 

will store them in a room behind two locked doors inside of a locked filing cabinet.  They 

will be destroyed three years after the completion of the study.  You will be asked if you 

would like to review the transcript of the audiotape of our interview to provide additional 

feedback.  If so, you may call Brian Le Clair at 626-926-9472 and he will make an 

appointment with you to meet privately to discuss with you any further comments you 

might like to add. 

May I withdraw from participation if I become uncomfortable? 
 
Yes, absolutely.  Dr. Charles Crews and the Protection Board have reviewed the 

questions and find them to be suitable for this research.  However, you may stop 

answering the questions at any time, you may skip any question and you have the right to 

withdraw from participation at any time if you so choose.  You can withdraw or leave at 

any time if you wish.  Participation in this project is completely voluntary. 

How long will participation take? 
 
The interview will last between 45-60 minutes. 
 
How will I benefit from participating? 
 
You will be contributing to the growth and development of the counseling community by 

promoting identification of salient and effective counseling techniques that could be 

utilized by any counselor seeking to help people overcome a distressing addiction to 
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pornography.  If you are interested in a copy of the findings of this study or a copy of this 

study, one will be made available to you if you should desire to receive this information. 

If I have some questions about this study, to whom may I address my concerns? 
 
This study is being conducted by Dr. Charles Crews from the Counselor Education 

program at Texas Tech University in Lubbock, Texas.  If you have any questions, you 

can call him at 806-789-8638 or via email at charles.crews@ttu.edu. 

You may also contact the co-investigator, Brian Le Clair, by phone at 626-926-9472 or 

via email at brian.lc@att.net or brian.leclair@ttu.edu. 

Texas Tech University also has a board in place that protects the rights of people who 

participate in research.  You may also contact them at 806-742-2064. 

What are the risks of participating in this study? 
 
We do not expect you to suffer any adverse effects by participating in this study.  

Additionally, your information will be kept confidential at all times. 

How are you protecting my privacy? 
 
Your name will not be used at any time.  You will be given a pseudonym during your 

interview session.  All demographic, recorded and transcribed information collected will 

be kept in a locked filing cabinet and password-protected computer.  The interview will 

be recorded but that recording will be destroyed after it has been transcribed.  

Demographic information will also be destroyed at this time. 

 

  



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

345 

Appendix B: Informed Consent Document 

What is this project studying? 
 
This research is studying which counselor training competencies and treatment strategies 

are most clinically effective for helping people overcome an addiction to pornography.  

This study hopes to identify which therapeutic interventions would be most successfully 

transferable to counselors seeking competent strategies to help their clientele. 

What would I do if I participate? 
 
Your participation will consist of an interview, which will last between 45-60 minutes in 

length.  Interviews will be scheduled according to your comfort and convenience.  Your 

participation is completely voluntary.  Any questions can be skipped and you as the 

participant can stop the interview at any time for any reason, if you so choose.  You will 

be asked to complete a brief demographic questionnaire.  Demographic information will 

only be used for descriptive and comparative purposes that may or may not be present for 

each participant.  You will be asked if you can be audio recorded during your interview.  

The recording is necessary to ensure accuracy and completeness of information.  The 

recording will be stored on the researcher’s external hard drive and on a password 

protected SD cared stores with the corresponding hard copy data.  A transcription of the 

interview will then be generated so the co-investigator can develop a theory underlying 

the themes that you provide during your answers to the interview questions.  The 

information will be uploaded with a pseudonym that you provide on the demographic 

information sheet.  Upon completion of the research, your original audio recording will 

be deleted.  Additionally, after completion of research, any identifying information such 



Texas Tech University, Brian Le Clair, May, 2017 

346 

as name or email address or phone number will be deleted as well. Demographic 

information from the questionnaire will remain in the custody of the co-investigator who 

will store them in a room behind two locked doors inside of a locked filing cabinet.  They 

will be destroyed three years after the completion of the study.  You will be asked if you 

would like to review the transcript of the audiotape to provide additional feedback.  If so, 

you may call Brian Le Clair at 626-926-9472 and he will make an appointment with you 

to meet privately to discuss with you any further comments you might like to add. 

May I withdraw from participation if I become uncomfortable? 
 
Yes, absolutely.  Dr. Charles Crews and the Protection Board have reviewed the 

questions and find them to be suitable for this research.  However, you may stop 

answering the questions at any time, you may skip any question and you have the right to 

withdraw from participation at any time if you so choose.  You can withdraw or leave at 

any time if you wish.  Participation in this project is completely voluntary. 

How long will participation take? 
 
The interview will last between 45-60 minutes. 
 
How will I benefit from participating? 
 
You will be contributing to the growth and development of the counseling community by 

promoting identification of salient and effective counseling techniques that could be 

utilized by any counselor seeking to help people overcome a distressing addiction to 

pornography.  If you are interested in a copy of the findings of this study or a copy of this 

study, one will be made available to you if you should desire to receive this information. 
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If I have some questions about this study, to whom may I address my concerns? 
 
This study is being conducted by Dr. Charles Crews from the Counselor Education 

program at Texas Tech University in Lubbock, Texas.  If you have any questions, you 

can call him at 806-789-8638 or via email at charles.crews@ttu.edu. 

You may also contact the co-investigator, Brian Le Clair, by phone at 626-926-9472 or 

via email at brian.lc@att.net or brian.leclair@ttu.edu. 

Texas Tech University also has a board in place that protects the rights of people who 

participate in research.  You may also contact them at 806-742-2064. 

What are the risks of participating in this study? 
 
We do not expect you to suffer any adverse effects by participating in this study.  

Additionally, your information will be kept confidential at all times. 

How are you protecting my privacy? 
 

Your name will not be used at any time.  You will be given a pseudonym during your 

interview session.  All demographic, recorded and transcribed information collected will 

be kept in a locked filing cabinet and password-protected computer.  The interview will 

be recorded but that recording will be destroyed after it has been transcribed.  

Demographic information will also be destroyed at this time. 

My signature below indicates that I would like to participate in this research. 
 
_______________________________ ____________________________________ 
Signature     Date 
 
 
Printed Name 
 
This form is not valid after (one year after approval date to be placed here)  _______ 
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Appendix C: Interview Questions 

1. What is your own therapeutic definition of pornography? 

2. What role does pornography play in the lives of those coming to you to seek 

treatment? 

3. How do you feel about the assessment that culturally we now live in a 

“pornified society”? 

4. What do you perceive to be the role of technology as it relates to persons 

presenting with addictions and for addiction treatment? 

5. Which theoretical orientation do you believe is best suited to help people 

struggling with PA? 

6. Which specific treatment strategies (ESTs) do you find to be most effective at 

rendering help to people impaired with PA? 

7. What core competency do you feel should be in place for counselors working 

with people with PA? 

8. What distinctions do you perceive to be present between PA and SA? 

9. In your opinion, what should be the direction of research to be done in regards 

to PA? 

10. How has your work with people afflicted by PA transformed you as a 

therapist and as a person? 
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Appendix D: Demographic Questionnaire 

Prior to the actual interview, please fill out the demographic information below.  Please 

feel free to skip any item at any time.  Please do not list your name.  No identifying 

information will be asked of you throughout this study. 

 
Chosen Pseudonym: ______________________________________________________ 
 
Age Range (please circle one):  20-25 26-30 31-35 36-40 41-45 
 
     46-50 51-55 56-60 61-65 66-70 70+ 
 
Gender: 
 
Ethnicity: 
 
How long have you work as a counselor? 
 
Do you consider yourself to have a specialty in treating pornography addiction? 
 
What is the age range of clients that you treat? 


