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Abstract

While researchers have emphasized the need to investigate pornography use in relation to normative or positive aspects of
adolescent sexuality and understand differential susceptibility among users, empirical studies remain sparse. In response,
this study investigated the link between pornography use and adolescents’ sexual self-concept (i.e., sexual self-esteem, body-
esteem, sexual anxiety, and self-efficacy). Specifically, it compared the sexual self-concept of adolescents who had used
pornography with those who had not, while also examining how frequency of use, pornography-related sexual expectancies,
and generalizations were linked to sexual self-concept in a subset of users. A sample of 1584 Canadian adolescents (49.3%
cisgender girls; Mage =15.53 years) completed self-report questionnaires about their sexual functioning. Significant differ-
ences in sexual self-concept were found between adolescents who had and had not used pornography, with gender-specific
effects. Among those who had used pornography, higher pornography-related sexual expectancies were associated with higher
sexual anxiety and lower body-esteem, while higher generalizations were associated with lower sexual self-efficacy. The find-
ings emphasized the importance of incorporating positive and normative aspects of sexuality into adolescent pornography

research while considering individual- and pornography use-related factors that could be linked to targeted outcomes.

Introduction

During adolescence, psychosexual development involves
forming a sexual self-concept, an internal framework com-
prised of a person’s perceptions and feelings toward their
own sexual qualities and behaviors (O’ Sullivan et al., 2006).
While conceptual models of sexual self-concept vary in the
dimensions they identify, several core components consist-
ently appear across theoretical frameworks of adolescent sex-
ual well-being and positive sexuality (Arbeit, 2014; Harden,
2014; Kagesten & van Reeuwijk, 2021; Kotiuga et al.,
2022; Mitchell et al., 2021). These include sexual self- and

P4 Judith Kotiuga
Judith.Kotiuga@uqtr.ca

Department of Psychology, Université du Québec a
Trois-Rivieres, Pavillon Michel-Sarrazin, 3600, rue
Sainte-Marguerite, C.P. 500, Trois-Rivieres, QC G9A 5H7,
Canada

Department of Psychology, Université de Montréal, Montreal,
QC, Canada

School of Psychology, Université Laval, Quebec, QC, Canada

Faculty of Medecine, Université Laval, Quebec, QC, Canada

Published online: 01 August 2025

body-esteem (i.e., a person’s self-evaluation of their worth
as a sexual being, with regard to their behavior, conduct, and
attractiveness), sexual self-efficacy (i.e., self-perceptions of
efficacy in experiencing sexual pleasure), and low levels of
negative affect such as sexual anxiety (i.e., the tendency to
feel discomfort or anxiety about one’s sexuality) (Astle et al.,
2025; Deutsch et al., 2014; Snell, 2001). Adolescents and
adults with higher sexual self-esteem, body-esteem, sexual
self-efficacy, and lower sexual anxiety typically report greater
sexual satisfaction, lower sexual distress, and more positive
perceptions of their sexual communication skills (Brasileiro
et al., 2023; Brassard et al., 2015; Hensel & Fortenberry,
2013; Kotiuga et al., 2022).

Sexual self-concept evolves in part through sexual sociali-
zation and experiences heavily influenced by social learning
and comparisons (Deutsch et al., 2014; Hensel et al., 2011).
For contemporary adolescents, sexual socialization increas-
ingly occurs within digital environments, notably through
online pornography, which is defined as sexually explicit
content intended to elicit sexual arousal (Ashton et al.,
2019; Lewczuk et al., 2022). Studies indicate that over 55%
of Canadian adolescents aged 14 years have voluntarily used
pornography, often well before engaging in partnered sexual
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behaviors (B6the et al., 2020; Kotiuga et al., 2022). Despite
this widespread use, few studies have examined associations
between pornography use and positive or normative aspects
of adolescent sexuality development (Peter & Valkenburg,
2016). Instead, most research has concentrated on negative
outcomes, such as risky sexual behaviors and sexual vio-
lence (Brown & L’Engle, 2009; Hald et al., 2010; Tokunaga
etal., 2020). Yet, positive psychosexual development extends
beyond mere risk avoidance and includes forming a positive
sexual self-concept (Deutsch et al., 2014; Harden, 2014).
Understanding the relationship between pornography use
and adolescents’ sexual self-concept is therefore needed for
grasping how this common practice fits into the broader con-
text of adolescent sexuality development. This knowledge, in
turn, is essential for devising effective strategies to promote
healthy sexuality development in our digital era.

The limited research examining the links between pornog-
raphy use and sexual self-concept or related constructs, such
as sexuality-related attitudes, sexual uncertainty, and inse-
curity, suggests that both positive and negative associations
may coexist in adolescents and adults (Doornwaard et al.,
2015; Kvalem et al., 2016; Peter & Valkenburg, 2008; Wright
et al., 2023). This underscores the value of exploring which
individual and contextual factors are associated with the pres-
ence and direction of these links. For instance, one Cana-
dian study categorizing adolescents based on their sexual
self-concept found high rates of pornography use in groups
with both highly positive and highly negative sexual self-
concepts (Kotiuga et al., 2022). Qualitative research further
highlights this complexity, with some adolescents feeling
sexually empowered by pornography use, while others expe-
rience significant performance anxiety, discomfort, or both
(Ashton et al., 2018; Litsou et al., 2021; Lofgren-Martenson
& Mansson, 2010; Martellozzo et al., 2016; Paslakis et al.,
2022; Rothman et al., 2015, 2021). These findings indicate
the need to move beyond simplistic binary comparisons of
users versus nonusers, and instead explore how variations
in pornography use relate to differences in adolescents’
thoughts and feelings about their sexuality.

Current theoretical models that aim to make sense of the
varied outcomes associated with pornography use emphasize
the importance of considering how different personal and
contextual factors (e.g., cognitive or emotional responses)
may moderate identified outcomes (e.g., Campbell & Kohut,
2017; Valkenburg & Peter, 2013; Wright, 2011). Addition-
ally, these models underscore the necessity of accounting
for factors that are associated with both pornography use
and criterion outcomes, since significant associations may
in fact be attributed to these elements. In the context of
sexual self-concept, relevant factors include age, gender,
sexual orientation, and experiences with masturbation and
partnered sexual behaviors (Horne & Zimmer-Gembeck,
2006; Kotiuga et al., 2022; Marengo et al., 2019; O’Sullivan
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et al., 2006; Sevéikova & Daneback, 2014). Pornography-
related factors potentially influencing adolescents’ sexual
self-concept include the extent to which adolescents base
their expectations for sexual interactions on pornography and
their tendency to generalize from pornographic content, dis-
regarding individual sexual preferences (Ashton et al., 2018;
Litsou et al., 2021). Indeed, it is plausible to hypothesize
that adolescents who base their sexual expectations on por-
nography may experience higher sexual anxiety and lower
sexual self-esteem and efficacy compared to those who do
not. Similarly, those who make broad generalizations to the
effect that what is depicted in pornography is a direct rep-
resentation of what most individuals want in sex might face
challenges with sexual body-esteem and self-efficacy, unlike
those who do not hold such beliefs. In both cases, relying
on such expectancies and generalizations can widen the gap
between an individual’s appreciation of their body, their per-
sonal sexual preferences, their perceived sexual competence,
and their conceptions of “ideal” sexual standards (Higgins,
1987; Kuan et al., 2022).

This study aims to provide preliminary insights into: (1)
whether dimensions of the sexual self-concept differ among
adolescents who have and have not used pornography, and
(2) whether, among those who have used pornography, fre-
quency of use and pornography-related sexual expectancies
and generalizations are associated with dimensions of the
sexual self-concept. Building on previous research and theo-
retical models, age, gender, sexual orientation, and masturba-
tion experience are controlled for in the model, and partnered
sexual behaviors are included as a moderating variable.

Method
Participants and Procedure

As part of a broader study on adolescent sexuality, 1585 par-
ticipants completed a 45-min online survey during class time,
adapting to a hybrid in-person and online teaching mode due
to the COVID-19 pandemic. The survey was administered
either during a French or an ethics class, as sexuality educa-
tion—mandatory in the province where the study was con-
ducted—is most commonly delivered through these two sub-
jects. Parental consent was not required in accordance with
provincial legislation allowing adolescents aged 14 and older
to consent to study participation. The first author presented
the study to ensure comprehension and consent form and
remained available throughout the data collection period to
address any questions.

Participants were French-Canadian adolescents aged 14
to 18, with nearly equal representation of cisgender girls
(49.3%) and cisgender boys (49.3%), and 1.4% identifying as
gender diverse. They were recruited from nine high schools
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across Quebec, Canada. Two schools were classified in the
lowest socioeconomic rank by the Quebec Ministry of Educa-
tion and Higher Education, three in the middle, and four in
the highest. The majority of participants identified as White
(80.4%), followed by Black (4.7%), Latino (1.8%), Native
(4.8%), Middle Eastern (2.4%), South Asian (0.3%), East
Asian (0.8%), Mixed (0.6%), or Other (3.0%) ethnicity. As
for sexual orientation, most youth said they were exclusively
(77.2%) or primarily (9.3%) attracted to the other binary
gender, 5.5% identified as bisexual or fluid in their sexual
attraction, 2.6% were exclusively or primarily attracted to the
same gender, 1.6% reported no sexual attraction, and 3.8%
were questioning. Regarding sexual practices, 81% reported
having engaged in solitary masturbation and 68% reported
having voluntarily viewed pornography. Figure 1 presents
the frequency of pornography use across age groups, gen-
ders, and sexual orientations, with the average age of first
use being 11.94 years (SD=2.21). Three quarters (74.7%)
had experienced non-genital intimate contacts with a partner
(e.g., holding hands, hugging, or kissing a partner, or being

naked with a partner), 41.1% experienced some form of geni-
tal sexual contact (e.g., masturbating a partner, performing
oral sex), and 33.4% reported having vaginal or anal sexual
intercourse, with a partner.

Measures
Sociodemographic Variables

Sociodemographic information was collected for partici-
pants’ age, gender, and sexual orientation. For the purpose
of increasing statistical power, respondents were catego-
rized into three groups based on their gender identity, which
included cisgender girls, cisgender boys, and gender-diverse
individuals. Similarly, a new variable was created based on
participants’ reported sexual orientation to create groups of
heterosexual (n=1217; 77.2%) and sexually diverse (n=360;
22.8%) individuals.
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Fig. 1 Occurrence rates of pornography use over the last 3 months across age groups, gender, and sexual orientation. Note. HG =heterosexual
girls; SMG =sexual diversity cisgender girls; HB =heterosexual boys; SDB =sexual diversity cisgender boys; GDY = gender-diverse youth
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Autoerotic and Partnered Sexual Practices

Participants’ reported whether they had ever engaged in a
series of autoerotic (e.g., masturbation, voluntary use of
pornography) and consensual partnered sexual behaviors.
Based on the provided responses, three dichotomous vari-
ables were created: (1) voluntary use of pornography, (2)
self-masturbation, and (3) partnered genital sexual practices.
Adolescents who previously reported having voluntarily used
pornography were asked to report on their frequency of use
in the past 3 months using an eight-point scale: 0 =never,
1 =less than 1 time per month, 2=1 time per month, 3 =2-3
times per month, 4 =1 time per month, 5 =many times per
week, 6 =1 time per day, and 7= many times per day.

Pornography-Related Sexual Expectancies
and Generalizations

For the purpose of the study, a brief scale was developed to
assess the extent to which adolescents’ who had used pornog-
raphy reported relying on the content to inform their sexual
expectancies and generalizations. All five items were rated
on a seven-point Likert-type scale. Exploratory (EFA) and
confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) were conducted to exam-
ine the factor structure of this newly created scale (Schmitt
et al., 2018). The EFA, using the principal axis factoring
method with Promax rotation, suggested a two-factor struc-
ture for the scale, with three items on the Sexual expectancies
factor (“I would like my sex life [current or future] to look
like what I see in pornographic videos; I feel like I should
want to engage in the same forms of sexual practices that I
view in pornography; I want to find sexual partners who are
as open-minded as the individuals I see in porn videos”),
and two items on the Sexual generalizations factor (e.g.,
“Pornography represents what women like in sex; Pornog-
raphy represents what men like in sex”). All factor loadings
ranged between 0.43 and 0.93. A CFA was conducted with
the two factors based on the results of the EFA with the robust
maximum likelihood (MLR) estimator to further corroborate
the findings. According to the results of the CFA, the two-
factor model had an excellent fit to the data (CFI=0.985,
TLI=0.972, RMSEA =0.043 [90% CI 0.024-0.062]), and
all items had acceptable standardized factor loadings (rang-
ing between 0.53 and 0.81) on their respective factors. The
correlation between the factors was r=0.39. The internal
consistency of the factors was also acceptable (o =0.68 and
0.75, respectively).

Sexual Self-Concept
Sexual self-esteem and sexual anxiety were assessed using

two subscales of the Multidimensional Sexual Self-Concept
Questionnaire (MSSCQ; Snell, 2001), with sample items
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including “I feel good about the way I express my sexual
needs and desires” and “I feel anxious when I think about
the sexual aspects of my life.” Sexual body-esteem and
sexual self-efficacy were assessed using the five-item scale
of the Sexual Subjectivity Inventory (Zimmer-Gembeck,
2019; Zimmer-Gembeck & French, 2016). Sample items
included “I am confident that a romantic partner would
find me sexually attractive” and “I would be able to ask a
partner to provide the sexual stimulation I need.” All scales
were rated using a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disa-
gree, 5 =strongly agree) and demonstrated good internal
consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha values ranging from
0.68 t0o 0.91.

Statistical Analyses

Descriptive statistics, correlations between the study vari-
ables, and two-way ANOVAs were computed in SPSS (ver-
sion 28) to examine differences on dimensions of the sexual
self-concept across girls and boys who had or had not used
pornography. Due to the limited number of gender-diverse
adolescents, only descriptive statistics are provided for this
group. Next, a path analysis was conducted in Mplus 8.7
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998) to examine associations between
frequency of pornography use, pornography-related sexual
expectancies and generalizations, and dimensions of the
sexual self-concept among the subsample of participants
who had used pornography. Age, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, and masturbation were included as control variables
(Bothe et al., 2020; Kotiuga et al., 2022; Sevéikova &
Daneback, 2014) whereas experience with a partner was
incorporated as a moderating variable (Doornwaard et al.,
2015). Based on preestablished guidelines (Hu & Bentler,
1999; Marsh et al., 2005; Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003):
The Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis Index
(TLI), and the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) were used to evaluate the model. The suggested
cutoff criteria for good fit are as follows: a CFI>0.95, a
TLI>0.90, and a RMSEA <0.05. Missing data (0-5.6%)
were handled with the Full Information Maximum Likeli-
hood Method in the path analysis to estimate model param-
eters, even though missing values were not completely
random based on Little’s MCAR test, X2 (157)=225.71,
p <0.001, given that FIML is recommended to be used in
these cases as well (Newman, 2014).
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Results

Differences in Sexual Self-Concept Between
Adolescents Who Have Used and Not Used
Pornography

As shown in Table 1, significant group differences across ado-
lescents who had used pornography and those who had not
were identified for sexual self-esteem, sexual body-esteem,
sexual anxiety, and sexual self-efficacy. Regardless of gender,
adolescents who had used pornography reported significantly
lower sexual body-esteem and higher sexual self-efficacy com-
pared to those who had not. Furthermore, significant interaction
effects between gender and pornography use were observed
for sexual self-esteem and sexual anxiety, indicating differ-
ent patterns across cisgender girls and cisgender boys. Spe-
cifically, cisgender girls who had used pornography reported
higher sexual self-esteem than those who had not while boys
who had used pornography reported lower sexual self-esteem
compared to nonusers. In terms of sexual anxiety, girls who had
used pornography reported lower levels compared to nonusers,
whereas boys who had used pornography reported higher levels
of sexual anxiety than those who had not.

Associations Between Pornography-Related Sexual
Expectancies and Generalizations and the Sexual
Self-Concept among Adolescents Who Have Used
Pornography

Descriptive statistics and correlations for all study variables
among the subset of adolescents who reported having used
pornography are shown in Table 2. The model (see Fig. 2),
which included 595 participants, had excellent fit to the data
(CFI=1.00; TLI=1.00; RMSEA =0.00, 90% CI=[0.00, 0.00])
as the model was fully saturated. The results indicated that
adolescents who reported a higher frequency of pornography
use also reported higher sexual anxiety (f=0.09, p=0.004),
although the effect sizes were small. In addition, adolescents
who reported higher pornography-related sexual expectan-
cies also reported higher levels of sexual anxiety (§=0.19,
p<0.001) and lower levels of sexual body-esteem (f=—0.11,
p=0.007). Furthermore, adolescents who reported higher por-
nography-related generalizations about sexual desires reported
lower sexual self-efficacy (f=—0.09, p=0.035). Overall, the
model explained 5% of the variance in sexual self-esteem, 11%
in sexual body-esteem, 6% in sexual anxiety, and 4% in sexual
self-efficacy.

Table 1 Group comparisons of sexual self-concept across cisgender girls and boys who reported having used or not used pornography
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Fig.2 Model of associations between frequency of pornography use, pornography-related sexual expectancies and generalizations, and dimen-

sions of the sexual self-concept *p <.05. ** p<.01

Discussion

Although researchers have emphasized the need to explore
pornography use in relation to normative or positive aspects
of adolescent sexuality and to understand differential suscep-
tibility among users, empirical studies in remain sparse (Peter
& Valkenburg, 2016). To address this gap, the present study
examined adolescents’ sexual self-concept (i.e., sexual anxi-
ety, sexual self- and body-esteem, and sexual self-efficacy)
in relation to their pornography use. Results indicated that,
on average, adolescents who had used pornography differed
from those who had not across dimensions of their sexual
self-concept. Notably, regardless of gender, adolescents who
used pornography reported lower sexual body-esteem but
higher sexual self-efficacy. These findings are consistent
with research showing that many adolescents actively seek
information and guidance about sexuality, and that access to
such information—regardless of its source or accuracy—can
foster feelings of competence and confidence (Litsou et al.,
2021; Nurgitz et al., 2021; Rothman et al., 2015; SIECCAN,
2019). They also align with the substantial body of evidence

linking pornography use to body concerns and insecurities, in
part due to the way it facilitates social comparison (Maheux
et al., 2021; Paslakis et al., 2022). This duality underscores
the importance of moving beyond simplistic narratives that
fail to reflect the complexity of adolescents’ experiences
and risk diverting attention from initiatives aimed at offer-
ing alternatives to meet the needs adolescents often address
through pornography (e.g., comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion) (Peterson et al., 2023).

In addition, gender-specific trends emerged for sexual
self-esteem and sexual anxiety. While cisgender girls who
reported using pornography exhibited higher sexual self-
esteem and lower sexual anxiety, the opposite pattern was
observed among cisgender boys. These gender-specific
effects are consistent with adult studies showing that por-
nography use is linked to higher sexual desire and lower dis-
tress in women, but to lower relational or sexual satisfaction
in men (B&the et al., 2022; Kohut et al., 2017; Leonhardt
& Willoughby, 2019; Willoughby & Leonhardt, 2018). One
possible explanation involves the gender gap in pornography
use prevalence rates: Fewer cisgender girls engage with it,
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and those who do may already feel more confident and less
anxious about sexuality (B&the et al., 2020; Kotiuga et al.,
2022). In contrast, boys are more likely to use pornogra-
phy to suppress emotions, which may partially explain these
negative associations (B&the et al., 2022). These results are
useful deconstruct common myths about pornography (e.g.,
pornography is inherently empowering for boys) and rein-
force the importance of interconnected conversations about
gender when addressing patterns of pornography engage-
ment, underlying motivations, and associated consequences
with youth. While these general trends provide insight into
how pornography use may relate to adolescent sexuality, they
overlook intergroup variability, which is a significant limi-
tation given the well-established diversity in consequences
among adolescents who use pornography (Valkenburg &
Peter, 2013).

To move beyond the binary comparison of users versus non-
users, the study also examined, within the subgroup of ado-
lescents who had used pornography, the associations between
frequency of use, pornography-related sexual expectancies and
generalizations, and sexual self-concept. Findings showed that
frequency of use was weakly associated with higher sexual
anxiety, consistent with prior studies linking pornography use
to greater sexual insecurity and uncertainty (Peter & Valk-
enburg, 2008; Wright et al., 2023). In additions, adolescents
who reported forming expectations for current or future sexual
encounters based on pornography also reported higher sexual
anxiety and lower sexual body-esteem. Although prior stud-
ies suggest that many adolescents approach pornography with
a critical and reflective stance (Byron et al., 2021; Lofgren-
Martenson & Mansson, 2010), these associations suggests that
those who internalize the pornographic representations as a
reflection of their own aspirations tend to experience higher
discomfort regarding their own body and sexuality. This could
stem from a wider gap between their perceived competence
and feelings of desirability, and the standards they aspire to
emulate. Moreover, adolescents who believed that pornogra-
phy accurately depicts typical sexual desires—disregarding
individual preferences—reported lower sexual self-efficacy.
While further research is needed, this association may suggest
that overreliance on pornography could narrow adolescents’
understanding of the diverse range of sexual preferences, needs,
and boundaries. In turn, this may limit their ability to explore,
recognize, and confidently express their own desires. Given that
forming expectations and developing attitudes about sex and
relationships is a natural part of adolescent development, it is
essential to provide youth with reliable sources of information
that foster a flexible and inclusive understanding of sexuality.
Equally important is supporting their ability to critically reflect
on the limitations of pornography as a model for intimacy.
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Study Limitations and Future Directions

The present findings, along with the study’s limitations, high-
light important avenues for future research. Notably, the fact
that the model accounted for only 4% to 11% of the variance
suggests that key variables contributing to the relationship
between pornography use and sexual self-concept were not
captured. Notably, specific content used and the ways in
which adolescents interpret or engage with that content were
not assessed, despite the wide variability in pornographic
material (e.g., violent vs. relational) and individual mean-
ing-making processes (Nolin et al., 2025; Vertongen et al.,
2022). The results also reinforce the relevance of adopting
person-specific media effects approaches to more precisely
identify which characteristics, under what conditions, shape
specific outcomes related to pornography use (Valkenburg
etal., 2024).

In terms of study limitations, the study did not provide
participants with a clear operational definition of online por-
nography, which may have led to varying interpretations of
what constitutes pornography, potentially leading to varying
interpretations among participants. Furthermore, the sub-
scales used to assess sexual expectancies and generalizations
could be strengthened by incorporating items that capture a
broader range of relevant dimensions—for example, what
adolescents would specifically want to reenact or replicate
in their own sexual experiences. Expanding these measures
would provide a richer portrait of the extent to which por-
nography informs adolescents’ sexuality-related cognitions
and emotions. The sample also consisted predominantly of
cisgender, white adolescents from an affluent region. This
lack of diversity limits the study’s applicability across dif-
ferent demographics and socioeconomic contexts. In addi-
tion, potential self-selection and self-reporting biases may
also impinge on the study’s reliability, with adolescents more
comfortable discussing sexuality possibly overrepresented
and participants’ responses possibly shaped by social desir-
ability bias.

Conclusion

This exploratory study emphasizes the importance of includ-
ing positive and normative aspects of sexuality into research
on adolescent pornography use. It also highlights the need to
account for individual or contextual characteristics, as well
as developmental factors that may contribute to individual
differences psychosexual functioning and sexual well-being
among adolescents who use pornography. Given the sig-
nificant role of pornography in contemporary adolescents’
sexual repertoires and the normative motivations for its use,
further research in this field is of paramount importance.
Such research is essential for developing interventions that
prevent negative outcomes related to pornography use and
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promote sexual health and well-being, while aligning with
adolescents’ realities and needs.
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