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The impact of 
internet pornography on 
health and relationships





The Reward Foundation’s work

• Sex & love education but in practice primarily porn 
harm awareness; parents’ guide
• Piloting lesson plans for teachers of 11, 14 and 17 

year olds based on brain and law; BBC
• Royal College of General Practitioners – accredited 

workshops for professionals
•Member of Board of Directors of  SASH, Society for 

Advancement of Sexual Health in USA
• Campaigns in international coalitions to raise 

awareness about pornography as public health crisis
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• Paintings
• Playboy
• Erotic films
• VHS
• Dial-up
• High-speed
• Wireless
• Personal laptops
• Smartphones 
• Virtual reality

History of pornography
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• Professor B.J. Fogg’s “Persuasive Design 
Technology Lab” at Stanford University mid-
late 1990s; basis of the “attention economy”

• Developed techniques for internet companies 
to use that deliberately change users’ 
thoughts and behaviour without their 
awareness

• They target the reward centre of the brain 
with dopamine to stimulate cravings that 
keep users coming back for more. This results 
in addiction for increasing numbers of users

When did it start to change?



Dopamine
• Dopamine is the neurochemical that anticipates the pleasure. Feeling of 

pleasure comes from natural  opioids. Anticipation/dopamine drive is 
stronger than liking effect. It keeps us seeking and searching for perfect 
video, best score, latest gadget etc

• Builds up in the brain’s reward centre with each game, porn video or 
drug session. The more dopamine, the more important the reward is to 
us. 

• Dopamine surges for violation of expectation, novelty, shock. Combines 
with adrenaline to increase sexual arousal

• Adolescents produce more dopamine than adults or children, are more 
sensitive to it

• Crucial to memory formation.  Helps us remember both positive and 
negative experiences 

• Chaotic home background leads to dysregulated stress system and more 
vulnerability to addiction
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Why Now?

• Most young people have smartphones and/or tablets, 
online sexual material is  “accessible, affordable, 
anonymous” (Cooper, 1998)

• The ‘Attention Economy’ worth billions of $$$
• $ billions are made from ‘click per page load’ of porn and 

is linked to advertising
• In 2018 World Health Organization (WHO) recognized 

gaming, gambling and compulsive sexual behaviour as 
disorders for first time
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Multi-Billion Dollar Porn Industry

Dominated by Mindgeek, HQ Canada  

Private company

No mention of word “porn” on its 
website. Owns 9 of top 15 porn sites

100 million visitors daily

20-30% Mindgeek users are children

Pattern of porn consumption in 
Hungary is very similar to other 
advanced countries  





The Biological Context

• Sexual reproduction is nature’s no. 1 priority
•When puberty occurs, the brain changes as 

much as the body 
•Curiosity about sex and experimentation 

become a focus of attention and learning
• The ready availability of porn makes children 

more vulnerable to problematic use over 
time
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Porn – Masturbation - Orgasm

• Interactive nature of porn use that leads to key 
brain changes, similar to those seen in gaming, 
social media and gambling

• Watching TV is a passive activity. It does not 
make dopamine surge in the same way as porn

© Reward Foundation 2018



Conscious learning 
“so that’s what adults do”

Unconscious learning
“this turns me on”

Both sexual conditioning 
and addiction start with 

high dopamine in the 
reward centre

Sexual Conditioning
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2 patterns of use observed

• Isolate: individual use, secrecy, risk of 
escalation over time to illegal material

• Acting out: with another person, 
coercion and violence



A typical escalation pattern is reported by a
young man on NoFap recovery website 

“I'm 19 years old and have been watching porn since 14...I 
thought I was some sort of deviant but the porn just kept 
escalating: anime, shemale, gay, anal fisting, then urination, 
and then animals. Recently, I was watching incest porn and I 
stepped over the unthinkable line:  a video with...illegal 
activity in it. I saw about 10 seconds of it. I had a raging hard-
on from the dopamine and masturbated even though I was 
disgusted with what I saw.…Whenever I watch regular porn, 
it would get me off at first and then I would start the "hunt" 
again [for something more extreme], as if I couldn't control 
myself.”
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Content of Mainstream Pornography

• Gagging: vomiting; choking; rise in throat cancer, HPV virus
• Choking: asphyxiation; physical assault  
• Rough anal sex: anal fissures; anal reconstruction
• Ejaculation on face: gonorrhoea of the eye and mouth
• Spitting on the face: disrespectful; misogynist 
• Anus-to-mouth: germ transfer, “eat your own shit, bitch!”
• Hair pulling: painful
• Verbal abuse: lowers self confidence and 
• Racial abuse: misogynist, lowers self confidence Bridges et al. (2010)
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• Social anxiety & elevated stress response
• Social isolation
• Loneliness
• Depression and lethargy
• Increased body dysmorphia
• Suicidal ideation
• Comorbidity of addictions
• Lack of sexual desire and loss of interest in real partners 

(rates of sexual activity plummeting while erectile 
dysfunction rates soaring in the same group)
• Sexual aggression
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Mental health issues in young 
people 







Erectile Dysfunction (E.D.)
Until c. 2002 studies consistently reported E.D. rates of 
2% to 5% in men under 40

In recent studies…
• rates for E.D. range from 14% to 35%  
• rates for low libido range from 16% to 37% 

= c. 1,000% increase in youthful E.D. rates in last 10-15 years 

Q. What significant variable has changed in the last 10+ years 
that could account for this astronomical rise? 

A. Free streaming Internet pornography since c. 2006?
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What porn does
• Reinforces rape myth
• Reduces bystander intervention
• Models aggression and male entitlement –

misogyny and sexism
• Models unsafe sexual practices- no condoms 
• Desensitises brain to other person’s perspective, 

instead, own needs/desires dominate
• Reduces grey matter and functional connectivity 

in key part of reward system, reduces ability to 
inhibit impulses
• Increases grey matter in the amygdala, the part of 

brain that sets off anxiety and fear 
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Young people talked about three key 
things that might have stopped them 

from sexually offending 

1.Make their relationships safe
2.Reform their sexuality education
3.Help them manage their use of 

pornography
(McKibbin 2017)
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Government policy for
child-on-child sexual abuse

“The number of cases reported to the Crown 
Office involving a sexual offence committed 
against a child by a child rose by 34% between 
2011-12 to 2015-16.” 

(2017, Solicitor General, Alison Di Rollo)

Government has given no policy advice to schools on 
what to do with a boy who has been accused of rape 
of a girl in the same class during the time leading up 
to the court hearing. Do they continue to be in the 

same class? Might this retraumatise the girl?
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New Issues - Deep Fake Technology

Using the free downloadable app,  a pupil can superimpose a 
teacher’s head for the head of a porn actress making it appear 
as if the teacher has taken part in a pornographic film. The 
video can then be put on the internet and sent anywhere.

• How would this affect the authority of the teacher?

• How would it affect her job in the school?

• How would it affect her mental health?

• How could she prove it was a fake to the school authorities?



UK Government’s policy 
“There is significant research suggesting that there is a 
relationship between the consumption of pornography 
and sexist attitudes and sexually aggressive behaviours, 
including violence. 

The Government’s approach to pornography is not 
consistent: it restricts adults’ access to offline pornography 
to licensed premises and is introducing age verification of 
commercial pornography online to prevent children’s 
exposure to it, but it has no plans to address adult men’s 
use of mainstream online pornography.” 

House of Commons Women and Equalities Committee 23 October 2018
© Reward Foundation 2018



Former users can regain their zest for life, 
their libido and rediscover their 

compassion for real partners

Neuroplasticity means recovery is 
possible!
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Recovery Sites


