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Abstract

Purpose of review The effect of pornography on romantic relationships has been long discussed in popular culture and by
researchers. The aim of the current review is to discuss the most recent findings probing the potential effect of pornography
consumption on relationship and sexual satisfaction for individuals who are in romantic relationships.

Recent findings Currently, there has only been one meta-analysis, which shows that pornography consumption and sexual
and relationship satisfaction are negatively related for men but not for women (Hum Commun Res. 43(3):315-43, 6). Potential
mediators of this link include a preference for pornographic over partnered sexual excitement, the devaluation of intimate
sexual communication, decreased partnered sex due to masturbatory displacement, and upward comparisons between one’s
own sex life and sex in pornography. Potential moderators include frequency of consumption and whether pornography use
is alone for masturbation or partnered as a coupled sexual enhancement.

Summary Future studies examining previously discussed potential moderators and mediators are needed to replicate findings
and provide extension to theory directed toward pornography’s effects on romantic relationships. Additional meta-analyses
on process and contingency are also needed to further synthesize the research on pornography’s effect on partnered sexual
activity. Clinical implications are discussed as related to problematic pornography use.

Keywords Pornography consumption - Sexual satisfaction - Relationship satisfaction - Pornography use in romantic
relationships

Introduction

Pornography has become more and more accessible through-
out the past decade. For instance, 94% of men and 87% of
women in the USA have viewed pornography at least once
with an average age of first exposure being 13.8 and 17.8
years, respectively [1]. As pornography use has become
more common, researchers have become increasingly inter-
ested in its possible effects on consumers. A relatively large
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body of literature now exists examining pornography con-
sumption and its relationship to several mental, physical,
sexual, and relational health outcomes. To enhance clarity
and coherence, this particular review aims to cover the most
recent body of research examining pornography consump-
tion and its potential effects on relationship and sexual satis-
faction as it pertains to individuals in romantic relationships.
Theory, pertinent empirical findings, potential mediating and
moderating variables, and additional outcome variables of
interest are discussed.

Theoretical background

In pornography effects theorizing as it relates to sexual
and relationship satisfaction, two main perspectives have
remained consistent. First, sexual script theory posits how
a sexual encounter should unfold, detailing what should be
sexually arousing, who individuals should engage in sex-
ual activities with, and what the outcomes of sexual activ-
ity should be [2]. Although sexual scripts are influenced
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by many variables, a key influence is pornography [3]. By
applying this theoretical framework to pornography effects,
individuals are generally expected to report decreased satis-
faction due to the mismatch between idealized pornographic
scripts and how one’s actual sexual encounters unfold [4].

Looking at another theoretical framework, social com-
parison theory examines how individuals compare them-
selves to others, which then determines how satisfied they
feel with themselves and their situation [5]. When individu-
als are using upward comparisons, or evaluating themselves
to superior peers, this is likely to result in decreased satis-
faction. Within the context of pornography, individuals are
very likely to experience decreased satisfaction if they are
comparing themselves to pornographic situations [6ee].

More recently, Leonhardt et al. [7ee] developed an organi-
zational framework to analyze effects related to both short-
and long-term sexual quality, sexual media content, applica-
tion of sexual scripts, and partner similarities. The theory
suggests that individuals may be experiencing more benefits
from pornography consumption in shorter relationships due
to increased sexual arousal or more sexual openness ver-
sus longer relationships where they may experience more
negative effects such as less intimacy and communication.
When examining the content of pornography, the framework
categorizes material as paraphilic, which includes themes
such as coercion or dominance; explicit, which includes
themes such as eroticism and objectification but also depicts
specific sexual acts; and suggestive, which highlights the
same themes as explicit but does not include specific sexual
acts. With certain types of content and themes highlighted,
explicit and paraphilic material may be more likely to have
an influence on sexual behaviors than suggestive content
would.

In addition, the application of sexual scripts may be
important to examine in terms of the amplification or damp-
ening of effects. The framework discusses the key variables
of exclusivity, formativeness, resonance, and reinforcement
as considerations for moderating variables, which were also
highlighted in Wright’s [8] ;AM model. Lastly, the couple
must be considered in terms of the congruence of their con-
sumption, application of sexual scripts, and their moral-
ity beliefs, which were also highlighted in Campbell and
Kohut’s [9] ACE model.

Meta-analysis

There is currently only one meta-analysis in the field of por-
nography effects that examines the basic question of asso-
ciation between pornography consumption and relationship
and sexual satisfaction [6ee]. This meta-analysis consid-
ered experimental, cross-sectional, and longitudinal studies
when looking at the effects of pornography. The associa-
tion between pornography consumption and interpersonal
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satisfaction was significantly negative for men but was not
significant for women. Sexual and relationship satisfaction
were grouped together as an “interpersonal satisfaction”
variable, as the results were indistinguishable. It is possible
that there are certain subgroups or circumstances in which
these relationships may be different. But on the whole, this
meta-analysis suggests that women’s sexual and relationship
satisfaction levels are not directly affected by pornography
consumption and that men may have adverse effects to their
sexual and relationship satisfaction with increased pornog-
raphy consumption. This systematic review concluded with
an emphasis on the importance of potential mediators and
moderators.

Mediation

Only a few studies have tested potential mediators linking
pornography consumption to sexual or relationship satisfac-
tion. Wright et al. [10] tested a conceptual model, which
was supported by the data for both men and women. The
model proposed that more frequent pornography consump-
tion would be correlated with a heightened perception of
pornography as a source of sexual information, which would
in turn be correlated with preferring pornographic excite-
ment over partnered excitement and less sexual communica-
tion. Less sexual communication and a preference for por-
nographic excitement would then be correlated with lower
levels of sexual satisfaction. Additionally, Bennett et al. [11]
tested a mediated model that was supported for both men
and women, indicating that pornography consumption was
correlated with pornography guilt, which in turn was cor-
related with decreased partner sexual desire, which then cor-
related with less relationship satisfaction.

More recently, Wright et al. [12] examined youths’ con-
sumption of pornography as it relates to sexually dominant
behaviors and sexual satisfaction. The data supported the
proposed model which predicted that increased levels of
pornography use correlated with more sexually dominant
behaviors, which then in turn correlated with less sexual sat-
isfaction. Another recent study aimed at examining the effect
of pornography consumption indirectly on both sexual and
relationship satisfaction [13]. The data supported the model
for both men and women, which proposed that pornography
consumption would be correlated with pornographic arousal,
which in turn would be correlated with a preference for por-
nography over partner, and then correlated to lower levels of
sexual satisfaction followed by lower levels of relationship
satisfaction.

Examining a moderated mediation model, Guidry et al.
[14] examined pornography consumption as related to rela-
tionship satisfaction through anxiety and depression, when
individuals had higher levels of moral disapproval of por-
nography. As predicted, higher levels of pornography use
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with more moral disapproval correlated with more depres-
sion, which negatively impacted relationship satisfaction.
The relationship with anxiety was more nuanced, with anxi-
ety being generally negatively correlated with relationship
satisfaction; however, when romantic attachment was con-
trolled for, it had a positive correlation with relationship
satisfaction. As this study shows, moderating variables are
also essential to consider when examining the relationship
between pornography use and interpersonal satisfaction. The
next section explores the question of moderation in more
detail.

Moderation

There are several potential moderating factors that have been
examined within the context of pornography use and inter-
personal satisfaction. The main moderator of interest has
been biological sex, or examining how these relationships
look in men versus women. As suggested by several stud-
ies, men and women appear to be affected differently by
pornography use with the Wright et al. [6ee] meta-analysis
finding that women’s sexual and relationship satisfaction is
largely uncorrelated with their pornography consumption
at the main-effect level while men’s sexual and relationship
satisfaction decreases with increased consumption. Within
a recent longitudinal study, men and women’s pornography
use and reported partner sexual satisfaction differed based
on biological sex as well. Sommet and Berent [15] found
that men who consumed more pornography had lower levels
of partner-reported sexual satisfaction whereas women who
consumed more pornography had higher levels of partner-
reported sexual satisfaction. Additionally, Willoughby et al.
[16, 17] in a dyadic analysis of heterosexual partners found
that men’s pornography use negatively correlated with both
men’s and women’s sexual satisfaction through the variable
of sexual desire.

Another key moderator appears to be the amount (i.e.,
frequency) of exposure to pornographic material. In a two-
sample study of German and English adults, Wright et al.
[18] found that examining amount of exposure was essen-
tial when looking at the correlation between pornography
consumption and sexual satisfaction, as this relationship
was non-linear. The findings indicated that once pornogra-
phy consumption reaches a certain level, once a month in
this particular study, sexual satisfaction starts to decrease
and decrease more rapidly with higher levels of consump-
tion. In another non-US (Korean) sample, Wright et al. [19]
found the usual linear relationship between more frequent
pornography consumption and lower sexual satisfaction.
However, the curvilinear relationship showed an enhanced
fit with individuals who consumed pornography on fewer
occasions reporting higher levels of sexual satisfaction but
those who consumed pornography more regularly reporting

lower levels of sexual satisfaction. The more negative rela-
tionship was stronger for women whereas the more positive
relationship was stronger for men, which had not been dem-
onstrated in other studies but coincides with men’s desire
for more sexual novelty and women’s sexual socialization
values. Within a US sample, Willoughby et al. [16, 17]’s
findings did suggest a linear relationship between higher
pornography consumption and decreased sexual satisfac-
tion and between partnered pornography consumption and
higher levels of both relationship satisfaction and sexual
satisfaction. However, when joint pornography use reached
a certain level, in this case a weekly occurrence, there was
a decrease in sexual satisfaction levels. In addition, once
pornography use reached a certain level — specifically con-
sumption occurring three to five times a day — it linked with
relationship satisfaction but had no association with rela-
tionship satisfaction before the specified threshold. Wright
et al. [20] also analyzed a US sample, which yielded similar
findings demonstrating the negative relationship between
pornography consumption and sexual satisfaction, with the
acceleration of declines in sexual satisfaction increasing as
pornography use increased.

As previously indicated, the differences between indi-
vidualized consumption and coupled consumption emerge
when discussing pornography’s effect on interpersonal sat-
isfaction. Although an older study, Maddox et al. [21] dem-
onstrated findings where partners who viewed pornography
together reported higher levels of sexual satisfaction than
those who used pornography alone. More recently, Rodri-
gues et al. [22] compared monogamous partners to those
who were consensually non-monogamous (CNM) in their
pornography consumption habits. CNM couples were more
likely to consume pornography with their primary partner
but both types of couples demonstrated that consumption
with their partners correlated with more sexual satisfaction.
Consistent with previous findings, solo consumption indi-
cated lower levels of sexual satisfaction for both types of
couples. On a related note, Kohut et al. [23] found that dif-
ferences or similarities in sexual values between partners are
important to analyze, with joint pornography consumption
being associated with openness and sexual communication.
Their findings suggest that joint pornography consumption
may enable couples to share their sexual likes and dislikes
with one another.

Other outcomes

Although relationship satisfaction and sexual satisfaction
have been the primary variables of interest when it comes
to relational outcomes, findings have concluded that there
could be additional variables to consider when examin-
ing the impact of pornography consumption on partnered
sexual activity, with two of the additional variables being
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body satisfaction and sexual shame. Wright and Tokunaga
[24]’s meta-analysis highlighted the variable of body satis-
faction as being negatively related to partner’s pornography
consumption, indicating that for heterosexual women who
perceived their partner as a pornography user, lower levels of
body satisfaction are evidenced. Floyd et al. [25] examined
personal pornography use and found higher levels of sexual
shame were correlated with lower levels of sexual satisfac-
tion and relationship satisfaction. Similarly, Maas et al. [26]
found that for men who were more accepting of pornogra-
phy, pornography consumption was associated with higher
levels of relationship satisfaction, whereas for men who were
less accepting of pornography, pornography consumption
was associated with lower levels of relationship satisfaction.
For women who were more accepting of pornography, there
was not a significant difference in the relationship between
consumption and satisfaction; however, for women who
were less accepting of pornography, pornography consump-
tion was associated with lower levels of relationship satisfac-
tion. Although these two variables have both been identified
as potential moderators to consider, additional research is
needed to further clarify the regularity of these relationships.

Clinical implications

Recently, the World Health Organization (WHO) included
compulsive sexual behavioral disorder (CSBD), which can
involve problematic pornography use (PPU), as an impulse
control disorder in the ICD-11 [27]. Before this inclusion,
there had not been a formal diagnosis for PPU within the
clinical setting. However, therapists report that some clients
present with consequences or problems that arise from PPU,
which are often similar to those experiencing other types of
addiction.

There are several psychometric evaluations that have
been developed and used in an attempt to evaluate PPU,
but a recent review suggested that there were two instru-
ments that should be recommended to practitioners [28]. The
first instrument is the problematic pornography use scale
(PPUS; [29]), which addresses most components of addic-
tion excluding intrapsychic conflict and craving. The sec-
ond instrument is the problematic pornography consumption
scale (PPCS; [30]), which was the only instrument in the
review that addressed all the components of addiction but
was limited on the conflict component. In line with the cur-
rent review, the authors recommended examining additional
variables to ensure that there is not an underlying issue, and
that problematic pornography use is truly the main problem.

As suggested, future research should examine if there are
certain circumstances or personality characteristics that may
make individuals more at risk for developing PPU. One way
for therapists to incorporate a type of risk assessment would
include additional measures in their intake assessments.
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Since previous research has demonstrated that PPU is asso-
ciated with anxiety, depression, substance use [31], less
empathy [32], and even factors of the Big Five Personality
Model [33], therapists could include some of these scales to
screen for potential risk factors.

Conclusion

Overall, the research examining pornography’s potential
effect on partnered sexual activity focuses on sexual and
relationship satisfaction. The predominate trend is for lower
sexual and relationship satisfaction to be associated with
more frequent pornography consumption [6, 34]. Although
several studies aimed to examine potential mediators and
moderators, additional replicative research on these vari-
ables is needed. Furthermore, theory on pornography and
satisfaction specifically [7ee], theory on sexual media use
and sexual socialization more generally [8], and theory
broadly focused on processes and contingencies involved in
media effects [35], suggests that additional moderators and
mediators are in need of exploration. Through continued
theory-driven tests and additional process and contingency
oriented meta-analysis, subsequent research will add even
greater clarity to the extant body of scholarship on pornogra-
phy and satisfaction among people in romantic relationships.
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