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Abstract

For decades, scholars and public health officials have been concerned with the depictions of sexual aggression in pornography,
especially when acts of aggression are depicted with no consequences. Social cognitive theory suggests behaviors that are rewarded
are more likely to be learned by consumers while those punished are less likely to be learned. To date, however, there has not been
a large-scale content analysis to provide researchers with the baseline knowledge of the amount of sexual aggression in online
pornography nor have previous content analyses examined the reactions of the targets of sexual aggression. This study of 4009
heterosexual scenes from two major free pornographic tube sites (Pornhub and Xvideos) sought to provide this baseline. Overall,
45% of Pornhub scenes included at least one act of physical aggression, while 35% of scenes from Xvideos contained aggression.
Spanking, gagging, slapping, hair pulling, and choking were the five most common forms of physical aggression. Women were
the target of the aggression in 97% of the scenes, and their response to aggression was either neutral or positive and rarely negative.
Men were the perpetrators of aggression against women in 76% of scenes. Finally, examining the 10 most populous categories,
the Amateur and Teen categories in Xvideos and the Amateur category in Pornhub had significantly less aggression, while the
Xvideos Hardcore category had significantly more physical aggression against women. This study suggests aggression is common
against women in online pornography, while repercussions to this aggression are rarely portrayed.

Keywords Content analysis - Pornography - Sexual aggression - Violence against women - Social cognitive theory -
Pornhub

Introduction sexual aggression and sexual assault. Despite the strong opposi-

tion, pornography creation and consumption have continued.

For decades, scholars, cultural critics, governments, and public
health officials have been concerned about the effect of por-
nography on sexual aggression (Bronstein, 2011). Beginning
in the 1970s and 1980s, feminists like Dworkin (1981) and
MacKinnon (1984) sought to ban pornography on the basis
that pornography’s depiction of sexual aggression was a sexual
discrimination of women and a civil rights violation and should
therefore be illegal. At the same time, the U.S. government
through the Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography’s
(1986) declared that pornography was linked to an increase in
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While some suggest mainstream culture has become increas-
ingly pornified (Paasonen, Nikunen, & Saarenmaa, 2007;
Paul, 2007), other scholars suggest access to pornography may
prevent sexual crimes (Diamond, Jozifkova, & Weiss, 2011).
Additionally, some scholars remained skeptical of a direct and
powerful effect of pornography, suggesting that the level of
violent content and the individual differences of consumers
moderated the effect on consumer’s sexually aggressive atti-
tudes and behaviors (Check & Malamuth, 1986; Donnerstein,
1984; Ferguson & Hartley, 2009; Linz, 1989; Linz, Penrod,
& Donnerstein, 1987). Over the next four decades, societal
concern over the effect of pornography on sexual aggression
and sexual assault has sparked international conversation and
remains a pressing and controversial question today.

While the controversy has continued over the years, one new
and expansive form of media has changed the way the world
thinks about pornography: the Internet. For example, one of the
most popular pornographic websites, Pornhub.com, reported 42
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billion visits worldwide in 2019 and averaged 115 million visits
per day (Pornhub Insights, 2019). Scholars are still attempting
to identify and understand the qualities of online pornography,
given that different types of pornography may impact differ-
ent attitudes and behaviors. Within the literature, there is a lack
of research on the diversity of depictions of sexual aggression
within pornography. Although smaller studies have examined
afew hundred DVDs or video clips, there is no “big data” con-
tent analysis of sexual aggression from a large, diverse online
sample of pornography (Bridges, Wosnitzer, Scharrer, Sun, &
Liberman, 2010; Fritz & Paul, 2017; Gorman, Monk-Turner, &
Fish, 2010; Klaassen & Peter, 2015; Monk-Turner & Purcell,
1999). Given the past 40 years of debate about the effects and
role of sexual aggression in media, researchers need a large-scale
examination of online pornography to understand how sexual
aggression is depicted, what type of aggression is depicted, who
are the targets and perpetrators, what are their reactions, and how
does the depiction of aggression vary by category.

Literature Review

Pornography as Sex Education: The Effect
of Pornography on Sexual Aggression

Social cognitive theory suggests that people may learn behav-
iors through either direct experience or through observation,
including through media. Furthermore, media consumers learn
which behaviors are acceptable based on whether the depictions
of these actions are rewarded or punished (Bandura, 2001).
Specifically focusing on sexual media, the acquisition, activa-
tion, and application model (;AM) of sexual socialization has
explored how media depictions of sexual content may affect
consumers (Wright, 2011). In addition to rewarded behaviors
being better acquired, and activated, the model specifically
notes that the depictions of behaviors in sexual media such as
pornography can normalize these scripts, making them more
likely to be utilized (i.e., applied). For pornography consum-
ers, the depictions of pleasurable and sexually aggressive sex
without consequences may lead to a salient sexual socialization
learning experience. Scholars have found evidence of a positive
relationship between pornography consumption and various
aggressive behaviors. For example, Wright, Sun, Steffen, and
Tokunaga (2015) found, in a sample of heterosexual German
men, that more frequent consumption of pornography was asso-
ciated with desiring and having engaged in physically aggres-
sive behaviors (such as hair pulling) and verbally aggressive
behaviors (such as name calling). A meta-analysis of 22 studies
indicated that consumption of pornography was associated with
sexually aggressive behaviors (Wright, Tokunaga, & Kraus,
2016). Interestingly, the difference in the strength of the effect
of violent versus nonviolent pornography on behaviors was
not statistically significant in this meta-analysis of behaviors.
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Notably, one study did find consumption of violent pornogra-
phy increased the relationship between pornography consump-
tion and sexually aggressive attitudes more than nonviolent
content (Hald, Malamuth, & Yuen, 2010). Using the confluence
model of sexual aggression, some scholars suggest that depic-
tions of aggression in pornography may only impact sexually
aggressive men who are already at high risk to commit sexual
assault or that only content with high levels of violence affect
consumers (Baer, Kohut, & Fisher, 2015; Malamuth, 2018).
Although there is still debate about the degree of the influence
of pornography, evidence thus far suggests there is an effect,
although more research is needed is clearly needed.

Researchers have also explored the impact of pornography
consumption on potentially harmful sexually aggressive atti-
tudes. Hald, Malamuth, and Lange (2013) found that men’s
pornography consumption was related to higher levels of hostile
sexism toward women. A meta-analysis of non-experimental
studies also found that consumption of pornography is associ-
ated with more accepting attitudes of violence against women
(Hald et al., 2010). Furthermore, a study conducted by Wright
and Tokunaga (2016) suggests pornography consumption is
associated with higher levels of acceptance of violence against
women, though these attitudes were mediated by men’s beliefs
of women as sex objects. Taken together, the evidence thus
far suggests a positive relationship between pornography con-
sumption and both aggressive behaviors and attitudes.

The evidence also suggests pornography consumption simi-
larly affects female consumers of pornography. A recent meta-
analysis found that gender did not moderate the relationship
between pornography consumption and sexually aggressive
behaviors, suggesting women also acquire and apply sexually
aggressive scripts (Wright et al., 2016). Additionally, Peter and
Valkenburg (2007) found an association between pornography
consumption and viewing women as objects prevalent among
young men and women. This suggests that pornography may
also affect women’s views of other women as well as of them-
selves as sex objects. This cognitive change may lead to women
accepting sexual aggression against themselves as well as
engaging in sexually aggressive behaviors against other women.

The concern over the impact of pornography on viewers’ sex-
ually aggressive behaviors is heightened because of the lack of
quality sex education and focus on abstinence only education in
the U.S. (Lerner & Hawkins, 2016; Lindberg, Maddow-Zimet,
& Boonstra, 2016). Researchers suggest some adolescents may
be using the Internet as their primary source of sexual health
information, including using pornography as a teaching tool
(Rothman, Kaczmarsky, Burke, Jansen, & Baughman, 2015).
Pornhub even recently launched its own separate sexual educa-
tion site dedicated to safe sex and answering young people’s
sexual questions. Other research, however, suggests that ado-
lescents are not using only the Internet for sexual health infor-
mation and are aware the Internet is not a reliable source of
sexual health information (Jones & Biddlecom, 2011). While
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adolescents may not want to get their sexual health information
from the Internet, they may have few other sources. Without
the assistance of interventions, parents are often ill-equipped
to give adequate sexual information to their children (Ballonoff
Suleiman, Lin, & Constantine, 2016; Evans, Davis, Ashley, &
Khan, 2012; Fisher et al., 2009). Mainstream mass media such
as TV, music, and magazines rarely contain any helpful sexual
health messages (Aubrey & Frisby, 2011; Dillman Carpentier,
Stevens, Wu, & Seely, 2017; Hust, Brown, & L’Engle, 2008).
Even if adolescents are not purposefully going to the Internet
seeking sexual health information, they may still learn and uti-
lize the sexual behaviors and attitudes depicted in pornography,
especially in the absence of other healthy sexual messages in
society. Some researchers also suggest, even more than ado-
lescents, adults may be impacted by the risky sexual scripts in
pornography (Peter & Valkenburg, 2011). Pornography literacy
programs have begun to be explored as a potential tool to help
diminish the effects of pornography use. A recently completed
longitudinal study found that sexual education that includes porn
literacy decreases the negative effect of pornography use on atti-
tudes that objectify women (Vandenbosch & van Oosten, 2017).
Research suggests that while people may not want to get their
sexual health information from pornography, many consumers
may still be learning sexual scripts and harmful sexual scripts
(including those involving aggression) from pornography.

Sexual Aggression in Online Pornography: What We
Know and What We Want to Know

A recent study suggests, despite being researched for decades,
pornography as a concept is still culturally relative, with no clear,
universally accepted definition (McKee, Byron, Litsou, & Ing-
ham, 2020). Similarly, there are substantial differences in the
literature between the examination of sexual violence and sexual
aggression in pornography. Sexual violence has been defined
as harmful acts in which the perpetrator intended to cause pain
and the target attempted to avoid the act (Gorman et al., 2010;
McKee, 2005). Other researchers define sexual aggression as
physical acts that cause harm regardless of the intent of the
perpetrator. For example, in a content analysis by Barron and
Kimmel (2000), coders were provided with a list of physically
aggressive acts to code regardless of intent, such as pushing,
pulling hair, biting, and “being rough in an otherwise ‘normal’
activity” (p. 164). Other researchers also suggest that the intent
of the perpetrator to cause harm is not necessary to make an
act aggressive. Bridges et al. (2010) aptly pointed out that it is
nearly impossible to code intent, and if researchers only coded
what appear to be intentional acts of aggression, this may render
“aggressive acts as invisible when they occur within the context
of sex” (p. 1067). It appears there is a conceptual difference
between sexual violence and sexual aggression in the research.
Considering social learning theory, however, it is important
to code what is visible to the consumer and not interpret the

potential intent. Various theories of social learning suggest indi-
viduals learn based on what they see. If there is no explicit indi-
cation of consent or intent, consumers may perceive that sexual
aggression without verbal consent is not only acceptable, but a
normative and expected component within sex. In the current
study, physical aggression is therefore defined as any action that
clearly does or could reasonably be expected to cause physical
harm to oneself or another person, regardless of the perpetra-
tor’s intent and the target’s response. Notably, few researchers
have defined or investigated verbal aggression in pornography.
Previous researchers have included name calling or insulting
as an act of verbal aggression (Bridges et al., 2010; Gorman
et al., 2010). Similar to physical aggression, verbal aggression
is any action that does or could reasonably be expected to cause
psychological harm to oneself or another person, whereby harm
is understood as resulting from verbal assault.

Establishing a Baseline

Some of the earliest research comparing pornographic online
videos to VHS and magazines found notable contrasts.
Research by Barron and Kimmel (2000), examining 50 sexual
stories from Usenet, 50 pornographic VHS videos, and 50
pornographic magazines found that 42% of scenes in online
pornography contained acts of sexual violence, which was
significantly higher than in VHS (27%) or magazines (25%).
Recently, a few small content analyses have explored sexual
violence in pornography with mixed findings. McKee (2005)
found only 1.6% of scenes from 50 DVDs analyzed contained
sexual violence. Notably, McKee narrowly defined violence
strictly as nonconsensual behaviors where the target attempts to
avoid or get away from the perpetrator. Similarly, Gorman et al.
(2010) examined 45 online videos and found that overt physical
violence was rare and occurred in only one video, while gag-
ging or coercive sex was found in only 5 of the 45 videos. Using
a broader definition of aggression that did not define aggression
based on perpetrator intent, Bridges et al. (2010) found much
higher levels of aggression in 50 of the bestselling pornographic
DVDs. Their study found 88.2% of scenes contained physical
aggression, which was coded regardless of perpetrator intent,
and ranged from spanking, to gagging, to hair pulling. Another
recent analysis of 400 online videos found 37.2% of scenes con-
tained physical aggression against women (Klaassen & Peter,
2015). Fritz and Paul (2017) found 31% of a small sample of
mainstream online videos (N=100) contained depictions of
physical aggression. Similarly, Shor and Golriz (2019) found
that 43% of scenes in a sample of 206 Pornhub online videos
contained visible physical aggression.

Findings from the sparse number of studies measuring ver-
bal aggression in pornography have yielded varying results.
Barron and Kimmel (2000) found 15% of a sample of written
sexually explicit stories found on the Internet included ver-
bal aggression. Gorman et al. (2010) found 3 out of 45 online
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videos contained name calling. Bridges et al. (2010) found
much higher levels of verbal aggression with 49% of DVD
scenes containing verbal aggression, with insulting being the
most common form of verbal aggression. Given the prevalence
of online pornographic videos and the discrepancy between
studies in terms of the prevalence of both physical and verbal
aggression, researchers need a baseline for understanding the
level of sexual aggression now available in online pornography,
as well as a sense of what types of sexual aggression are being
depicted. For the purpose of this study, both physical and verbal
sexual aggression are examined and compared.

Research Question 1(a) (b): What proportion of scenes
contain at least one act of (a) physical aggression and (b)
verbal aggression?

Research Question 1(c): What is the prevalence of spe-
cific types of physical aggression across scenes?

The Targets of Aggression and Their Responses

Previous content analyses find that women are overwhelmingly
the target of aggression in pornography. Barron and Kimmel
(2000) found that women, more often than men, were depicted
as victims of the sexual violence in all three media they ana-
lyzed, including online pornography (84.7%), VHS movies
(79.6%), and in magazines (61.5%). Bridges et al. (2010) found
women were the targets of 94% of aggressive acts depicted in
their sample of 50 DVDs. Two recent studies utilizing sam-
ples of online pornography also found women were more often
depicted as the target of sexual aggression: 37% of scenes in
Klaassen and Peter (2015) content analysis contained sexual
aggression against women and 36% of scenes in Fritz and Paul’s
(2017) study, compared to 3% and 1% of scenes containing
aggression against men, respectively. Taken together, previous
content analyses of pornography find women are far more often
the target of aggression than men. Most models of social learn-
ing suggest consistency and frequency of messages matter. If
women are more often the target of aggression, the consistency
of this message will make it more likely to be learned. Addition-
ally, social cognitive theory suggests that the depicted reaction
to behavior in media is important. Positive reactions by the
target of a behavior are understood as reinforcing or rewarding
the behavior, while negative reactions may discourage viewers
from applying such behaviors. If women react either positively
or neutrally to aggression, sexually aggressive scripts held by
the consumers may be reinforced. Given the framework of
learning theory, we pose the following questions:

Research Question 2: In what proportion of coded acts of
aggression are women the (a) target and/or (b) the perpe-
trator compared to men?
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Research Question 3: In what proportion of coded acts
of aggression, do women have a negative reaction when
they are the target of sexual aggression?

Type of Pornography

Mainstream pornography is defined as different from feminist
or niche pornography because of its focus on pleasing a mass
audience and bringing in a profit (Fritz & Paul, 2017). There
are many different categories or genres of content within main-
stream pornography, however. Recent content analyses have
highlighted the importance of examining how different catego-
ries of pornography vary in their depiction of sexual scripts.
Klaassen and Peter (2015), for example, compared pornogra-
phy categorized as professional or amateur and found women
were the target of aggression in professional content signifi-
cantly more than in amateur content. Another content analysis
examined 100 online videos, comparing videos from the Teen
category to videos from the MILF (Mother I'd Like to Fuck)
category, and found that women in the MILF and Teen category
were spanked equally (Vannier, Currie, & O’Sullivan, 2014).
Given recent research into the differences between categories,
it is worthwhile to consider whether the most populous por-
nographic categories present depictions of sexual aggression
differently.

Research Question 4: Are there differences in the depic-
tion of physical aggression across the Teen, MILF/
Mature, Amateur, and Hardcore categories within
Xvideos and Pornhub?

Method

A large-scale content analysis coded a sample of 7430 por-
nographic videos taken from two free Internet pornographic
tube sites, Xvideos.com and Pornhub.com, which are two of
the most popular sites according to alexa.com and similarweb.
com. The study was designed to find rare units of analysis (.001
probability) that were significantly different at .01. Using Krip-
pendorff’s (2004) sample size guide, the total number of vid-
eos needed was 4603 (p. 12). This study oversampled and also
added additional LGBT videos after the initial video collection,
raising the total number to 7430. The goal of this large-scale
project was to take a snapshot of popular online pornography by
sampling a large and random number of videos from each site.
Videos were not selected based on posted date or popularity.
Instead a random sample of all available videos was taken to
demonstrate what sexual behaviors a selected video of Internet
pornography might contain.
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Measures and Procedure
Sampling

This study examined the heterosexual subset of the total sample,
including 4009 heterosexual scenes from 3767 videos sam-
pled from Pornhub.com (574 scenes) and Xvideos.com (3435
scenes). Data for this analysis came from two separate groups
of coders trained using the same coding book. The first large
group of coders coded a sample of videos from, Xvideos; the
second, smaller group coded a smaller selection from Porn-
hub in order to add diversity to the sample and also for com-
parison purposes. For this analysis, only videos classified as
heterosexual by Pornhub and Xvideos were analyzed; notably
some heterosexual videos included same-sex sexual behav-
iors and aggression; however, these data are not analyzed in
this study. Additionally, only videos that included at least two
people were included; scenes classified as “solo” with only
one performer were not included in the analysis. The sampling
unit for this study was an online video. Videos from the sites
sometimes contained multiple scenes within the video. Thus,
while the sampling unit was a video, the unit of analysis and
coding unit was a scene.' Additionally, within each scene, all
acts of aggression were coded as separate events. For example,
a man spanking a woman was coded as one act of aggression
until he stopped the action. If the woman then slapped the man,
this was coded as a separate act of aggression. Based on this
approach, 4453 separate acts of aggression were coded across
all sampled videos. All videos were randomly selected from
Fall 2013 through Spring 2014. Random selection was done
by one researcher who recorded all selections for student cod-
ers. A systematic random sample was obtained, wherein the
total number of pages within a category was divided by the
total number of videos desired for that category to obtain the
sampling interval. The first video on the first page in the interval
was chosen, followed by the second video on the second page in
the interval, the third video on the third page in the interval, and
so on. After the final video on a page was chosen, the process
of picking specific videos would start over, and the first video
on the next page in the interval would be used. This process
was applied to the given category until the desired number of
video clips was obtained. The desired number of videos was
determined by finding the ratio of the number of videos in that
category compared to the total number of videos on the site and
then applying that ratio to the total number of videos selected
for the sample. Videos that were compilations, animated, or
over 1-h long were excluded from the sample and the next video
on the page was selected.

! A scene was operationalized as a person or partners undertaking a sexual
experience in the same place. Coders were instructed not to count introduc-
tions or product advertisements as a separate scene. Complete changes in
actors and/or place with new sexual behavior was considered a new scene.

Coding

Coding was conducted by 33 trained undergraduate students.
There were two groups of student coders; one who coded videos
from xvidoes.com, consisting of 27 students, and another who
coded videos from pornhub.com, consisting of 6 students. Each
student trained for 20 h to learn the coding scheme and to obtain
acceptable levels of coding reliability. To assess intercoder reli-
ability, each coder applied the codebook to 20 non-randomly
selected videos. Reliability was evaluated using percentage
agreement among coders on each individual indicator. Potter
and Levine-Donnerstein (1999) suggested percentage agree-
ment can be used over other statistical approaches for accessing
reliability because with a high number of coders, agreement
by chance was low and that reliability tests like Krippendorff’s
alpha penalize one coder’s disagreement when coding bivariate
indicators. Similar studies utilizing a large number of coders
have also used percentage agreement (e.g., Malik & Wojdynski,
2014; Zhou & Paul, 2016). Separate reliabilities were calcu-
lated for the groups that coded content from Xvideos.com and
Pornhub.com, because members of these two groups coded
different sets of reliability videos. Overall, the Xvideos coding
group reached 97.6% agreement in physical aggression and
88.9% agreement in verbal aggression. The Pornhub coding
group reached 97.9% agreement in physical aggression and
97.5% agreement for verbal aggression. A complete list of
aggression codes and reliabilities are shown in Table 1. After
training, coders were assigned 10-20 videos a week for indi-
vidual coding.

Physical Aggression

Physical aggression was coded as any action that clearly did or
could reasonably be expected to cause physical harm to oneself
or another person, regardless of the perpetrator’s intent and the
target’s response. Borrowing from Barron and Kimmel (2000),
coders coded acts of physical aggression including pushing,
gagging, hair pulling, spanking, punching, slapping, choking,
use of a weapon, mutilating, and other. Spanking was defined
as striking on the buttocks with an open hand to differenti-
ate spanking from open-handing slapping, which was defined
as striking oneself or another with an entirely unclosed hand,
group of fingers, or palm not on the buttocks. Utilizing the
coding schema of Bridges et al. (2010), the target of the act of
physical aggression was coded as male or female. The perpetra-
tor was coded as male, female, or self. The reaction was coded
as positive (i.e., smiling or verbally approving), neutral (no
reaction), or negative (i.e., frowning or telling a person to stop.)

Verbal Aggression

Verbal aggression was coded as any action that clearly did or
could reasonably be expected to cause psychological harm
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Table 1 Codes and reliabilities for aggression indicators

Code Definition Reliability  Reliability
Pornhub Xvideos (%)
(%)
Verbal aggression  An action that clearly does or could reasonably be expected to cause psychological harm to 97.5 88.9
oneself or another person through name calling or insulting
Physical aggression Any action that clearly did or could reasonably be expected to cause physical harm to oneself 98.8 97.6
or another person, regardless of the perpetrator’s intent and the target’s response
Spanking Striking on the buttocks with an open hand 94.2 96.9
Slapping Striking oneself or another with an entirely unclosed hand, group of fingers, or palm 99.2 98.1
Gagging Any instance in which an object (including the genitals) is inserted into a person’s mouth, such ~ 99.2 96.7
that it appears to cut off their ability to breathe freely and/or causes them to experience a
throat spasm
Pushing Use of one’s hands, arms, or other body parts to force another person’s body or part of their 95.0 97.9
body to move in a particular manner or direction
Pulling hair Any instance where the hair on a person’s head is grasped or pulled on, such that the person’s  100.0 98.9
head is pulled (even slightly) in a particular direction
Choking To cause another to stop breathing, if only for a moment, by grabbing the throat 98.3 98.8

to oneself or another person, regardless of the perpetrator’s
intent and the target’s response. As in Gorman et al. (2010) and
Bridges et al. (2010), verbal aggression included name calling
or insulting, including those that discriminate by gender such
as “slut” or “bitch.” Target, perpetrator, and response to ver-
bal aggression were coded the same as they were for physical
aggression.

Results

Frequencies and percentages of the scene-level and act-level
variables of interest including type, target, and perpetrator
of aggression as well as the reaction to the aggression were
examined. Pearson’s Chi-square was used to compare the fre-
quency of depicted aggression between Pornhub and Xvideos
and between the coded categories. Given the number of Chi-
squared analyses, the criterion significance level was reduced
to .01 to correct for false discovery.

Site Comparison

It is necessary to note the statistically significant differences
in level of aggression between the two samples sites. Overall,
Pornhub had significantly more scenes containing at least one
act of physical aggression against a man or a woman (45.1%)
than Xvideos (35.0% of scenes), ;(2(1, 4009)=22.97, p<.001,
Cramer’s V=.08. Looking specifically at target of aggression,
44.3% of Pornhub scenes and 33.9% of Xvideos scenes con-
tained physical aggression against women, while 3.7% of Porn-
hub scenes and 2.5% of Xvideos scenes contained aggressive
acts against men, which was not statistically different. Like dif-
ferent categories within a streaming site, Pornhub and Xvideos
may be qualitatively different.
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Common Types of Sexual Aggression and Target

The first research question asked what proportion of scenes con-
tain physical or verbal aggression. Examining Pornhub, 45.1%
of scenes contained at least one act of physical aggression, while
in the Xvideos sample, 35.0% of scenes contained at least one act
of physical aggression. Verbal aggression was far less common
in scenes on both sites, with 10.1% of Pornhub scenes containing
at least one coded act, compared to 10.0% of Xvideos scenes.

The three most commonly depicted types of physical aggres-
sion on both sites were spanking (Pornhub, 32.1%; Xvideos,
23.8%), slapping (Pornhub, 12.2%; Xvideos, 6.8%), and gag-
ging (Pornhub, 11.7%; Xvideos, 6.5%). Pornhub contained
significantly more scenes that depicted the top three types of
aggression, including spanking, *(1, 4009)=17.96, p <.001,
Cramer’s V=07, slapping »*(1, 4009)=19.39, p <.001,
Cramer’s V=07, and gagging, »*(1, 4009)=20.06, p <.001,
Cramer’s V=.07. Additionally, bondage, y*(1, 4009)=9.12,
p<.01, Cramer’s V=.05, and weapon use, ;(2(1 ,4009)=14.13,
p <.001, Cramer’s V=.06, were depicted significantly more
in Pornhub scenes (bondage: 3.3%, weapon use: 2.1%) than
Xvideos scenes (bondage: 1.5%, weapon use: 0.6%). Table 2
provides all frequencies and percentages for each coded form
of aggression separated by the gender of target and by site.

Target, Perpetrator, and Reaction to Aggression

The second research question considered who the target and per-
petrator of sexual aggression was. To answer this question, this
analysis examined the most common forms of sexual aggres-
sion, including insulting, spanking, slapping, gagging, pulling
hair, and choking, resulting in a total of 574 and 3435 separate
acts of physical or verbal aggression in Pornhub and Xvideos,
respectively. Overall, women were the target of aggression in
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Table 2 Frequency of sexually aggressive behaviors in mainstream
pornography scenes

All Target women Target men
Pornhub
Verbal aggression
Insult 58 (10.1%) 50 (8.7%) 12 (2.1%)

Physical aggression

Spanking® 184 (32.1%) 181 (31.5%) 5 (0.9%)
Slapping? 70 (12.2%) 61 (10.6%) 12 (2.1%)
Gagging® 67 (11.7%) 67 (11.7%) 0
Pulling hair 39 (6.8%) 38 (6.6%) 1(0.2%)
Choking 16 (2.8%) 16 2.8%) 0
Push 17 (3.0%) 15 2.6%) 2(0.4%)
Pinch 9 (1.6%) 9(1.6%) 0
Bondage® 19 (3.3%) 19(33%) 0
Weapon® 12 (2.1%) 12(21%) 0
Biting 3(0.5%) 2(0.4%) 1(0.2%)
Kick 2 (0.4%) 102%) 0
Torture 2 (0.4%) 102%) 0

Total physical 259 (45.1%) 254 (44.3%) 21 (3.7%)
aggression®

Xvideos

Verbal aggression
Insult 343 (10.0%) 301 (8.8%) 90 (2.6%)

Physical aggression
Spanking 817 (23.8%) 804 (23.4%) 16 (0.5%)
Slapping 235(6.8%)  215(6.3%) 22 (0.6%)
Gagging 224 (6.5%) 222 (6.5%) 2(0.1%)
Pulling hair 164 (4.8%) 157 (4.6%) 7 (0.2%)
Chocking 122 (3.6%) 118 (3.4%) 3 (0.1%)
Push 83 (2.4%) 72 (21%) 13 (0.4%)
Pinch 76 (2.2%) 59 (1.7%) 17 (0.4%)
Bondage 52 (1.5%) 46 (1.3%) 6 (0.2%)
Weapon 20 (0.6%) 11 (0.3%) 10 (0.3%)
Biting 38 (1.1%) 33 (1.0%) 20 (0.6%)
Kick 1 (0.03%) 1(0.03%) 0
Torture 17 (0.5%) 1(0.03%) 0

Total physical aggression 3435 (35.0%) 1165 (33.9%) 85 (2.5%)

The first data are the number of scenes that contained each specific
aggressive act. Sample size for Xvideos is 3435 scenes. Sample size
for Pornhub is 574

Significant difference between Xvideos and Pornhub at p<.001
scenes. The calculated percentage of occurrence of aggressive acts in
scenes is in parenthesis

bSignificant difference between Xvideos and Pornhub at p <.01

96.7% of physically aggressive acts in the Pornhub sample and
96.8% in the Xvideos sample. Men were the aggressors against
women in 75.9% of all acts of physical aggression in Pornhub
and 76% of all acts of physical aggression in Xvideos. Women
were the aggressors against other women in 13.8% of Pornhub
acts of physical aggression and 12.1% of Xvideos acts of physical
aggression. Women were the aggressors against themselves in

7% of all physical acts of aggression in the Pornhub sample and
8.8% of Xvideos acts. Men were the target of physical aggression
in 3.3% of all physical acts of aggression in the Pornhub sample
and 3.2% in the Xvideos sample. Women were the perpetrators of
violence against men in just 2.8% of acts in the Pornhub sample,
while men were aggressive against themselves or other men in
only .6% of acts. In the Xvideos sample, women were the perpe-
trators of violence against men in 3.1% of acts, while men were
aggressive against themselves or other men in .04% of acts. Com-
plete breakdowns of the top six most frequent types of aggression
depicted from both sites can be found in Tables 3 and 4.

In answer to the third research question, women were found
to respond to physically aggressive acts with either pleasure
or neutrally in 97.4% physical acts of aggression appearing
on Pornhub, and 92.7% of scenes containing aggression on
Xvideos. Women expressed displeasure in response to just 2.3%
of physically aggressive acts depicted on Pornhub, compared
to 7.3% of those on Xvideos. Women responded with pleas-
ure or neutrality in response to 98.7% of Pornhub verbal acts
of aggression compared to 90.5% of Xvideos verbal acts of
aggression. For a complete analysis of women’s responses to
the top five physical acts of aggression, see Table 5.

Varying Depiction by Category

The final research question asked if there was a difference in the
amount of aggression between different categories. Categories
were separated by streaming site and were then compared to all
other videos in the sample from the site excluding the category
of interest. Content in the Pornhub’s Amateur category had sig-
nificantly less aggression compared to the average across the cat-
egories, XZ( 1,574)=5.99, p<.01, Cramer’s V=.01 (19% less).
Within Pornhub, the categories of Teen, Mature, and Hardcore
did not vary significantly in the level of depicted physical aggres-
sion against women. Examining Xvideos, content categorized as
Amateur depicted 18% less aggression than the average across all
other categories, )(2( 1,3435)=38.68, p<.01, Cramer’s V=.002,
while content categorized as Hardcore, *(1, 3435)=16.35,
p<.001, Cramer’s V=.004, depicted 22% more aggression. Dif-
ferences between the Teen category and all others on Xvideos
also approached significance, depicting 5% less aggression, (1,
3435)=4.39, p=.04, Cramer’s V=.001. The MILF category was
not significantly different. See Table 6 for a complete list of dif-
ferences and corresponding percentage differences.

Discussion

A Baseline of Sexual Aggression in Online
Pornography

The current study provides a baseline of the prevalence of sex-
ual aggression on two popular online pornography sites based
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Table 3 Target (and perpetrator)

. E Total count Women (by men) Women (by women) Self-women
in acts of sexual aggression
from Pornhub Pornhub target women
Verbal aggression: insult 112 57 (50.9%) 16 (14.3%) 5 (4.5%)
Total women (verbal): 78 (69.6%)
Physical aggression
Spanking 422 331 (78.4%) 65 (15.4%) 20 (4.7%)
Slapping 143 84 (58.7%) 23 (16.1%) 19 (13.3%)
Gagging 81 61 (75.3%) 9 (11.1%) 11 (13.6%)
Pulling hair 50 47 (94.0%) 2 (4.0%) 0
Choking 21 21 (100%) 0 0
Total physical aggression 717 544 (75.9%) 99 (13.8%) 50 (7.0%)
Total women (physical): 693 (96.7%)
Pornhub target men
Verbal aggression: insult 112 34 (30.4%) 0 0
Total men (verbal): 34 (30.4%)
Physical aggression
Spanking 422 6 (1.4%) 0 0
Slapping 143 13 (9.1%) 0 4 (2.8%)
Gagging 81 0 0 0
Pulling hair 50 1(2.0%) 0 0
Choking 21 0 0 0
Total physical aggression 717 20 (2.8%) 0 4 (0.6%)

Total men (physical): 24 (3.3%)

The first data are the total number of acts that contained specific type of aggression. Sample size is 829

acts of aggression for Pornhub

on a large-scale content analysis. Previous studies of sexual vio-
lence or aggression in pornography have varied widely in their
reported presence of aggression, ranging from as few as 1.6% of
examined scenes in a non-random sample of 50 popular DVDs
(McKee, 2005) to as high as 88% in a non-random sample of
100 popular pornographic DVDs (Bridges et al., 2010). The
current study found physical aggression against women present
in 44.3% of Pornhub and 33.9% of Xvideos scenes. These find-
ings are in line with the findings from the studies by Klaassen
and Peter (2015) and Shor and Golriz (2019) of online videos.
Given that Bridges et al. (2010) examined pornographic DVDs,
it may be that longer, professionally made videos contain more
aggression. Indeed, Klaassen and Peter (2015) found that “pro-
fessional” online videos contained more physical aggression
against women than videos labeled as “amateur.” Furthermore,
often videos on free pornographic tube sites such as Pornhub
and Xvideos are shorter video clips of longer pornographic
scenes. It may be that some aggression is cut out of the clips in
editing for the free tube sites.

There are notable differences in how content was coded
between this study and the work of McKee (2005) and oth-
ers. The lower observed acts of aggression in certain previous
content analyses may be the result of their use of a stricter defi-
nition for aggression. Indeed, both Gorman et al. (2010) and
McKee (2005), who found low levels of observed aggression
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in their samples, used the term “violence” instead of “aggres-
sion.” Their conceptualizations of violence were narrower and
included only more extreme acts that depicted perpetrator’s
intent to harm and the target attempting to stop the violence.
There is still not a clear consensus in the academic community
nor in society in general about what constitutes sexual aggres-
sion compared to sexual violence. More research is needed to
examine the potential effects of pornographic depictions of
intended sexual violence compared to ambiguous aggression.

Verbal Versus Physical Aggression

The current study found that physical aggression was substan-
tially more common in online pornographic videos than verbal
aggression. Although this study did not record the content of
every insult, many insults were gender-specific, such as calling
a woman a “bitch” or “slut.” This finding may also reflect the
relatively low level of verbal communication in pornography,
especially on free streaming sites. Many videos are edited to cut
out many of the early action and scenes. These scenes are typi-
cally the ones providing context for the subsequently depicted
sexual action and are also likely to include dialogue which may
include verbal aggression.

Overall, physical aggression was present in more than a third
of pornographic videos in the sample. Spanking was found to
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Table 4 Target (and per;?etr ator) Total count Women (by men) Women (by women) Self-women
in acts of sexual aggression
from Xvideos Xvideos target women
Insult 630 265 (42.1%) 135 (21.4%) 122 (19.4%)
Total women (verbal): 522 (82.9%)
Physical aggression
Spanking 1235 936 (75.8%) 170 (13.8%) 100 (8.1%)
Slapping 398 250 (62.8%) 67 (16.8%) 50 (12.6%)
Gagging 311 246 (79.1%) 10 (3.2%) 53 (17%)
Pulling hair 207 182 (87.9%) 18 (8.7%) 0
Choking 180 157 (87.2%) 17 (9.4%) 1(0.6%)
Total physical aggression 2331 1771 (76%) 282 (12.1%) 204 (8.8%)
Total women (physical): 2257 (96.8%)
Xvideos target men
Verbal aggression: insult 630 87 (13.8%) 18 (2.9%) 3(0.5%)
Total men (verbal): 108 (17.1%)
Physical aggression
Spanking 1235 29 (2.3%) 0 0
Slapping 398 30 (7.5%) 0 1(0.3%)
Gagging 311 2 (0.6%) 0 0
Pulling hair 207 7 (3.4%) 0 0
Choking 180 5(2.8%) 0 0
Total physical aggression 2331 73 (3.1%) 1 (0.04%)

Table 5 Female reaction to
acts of sexual aggression in
pornography

Total men (physical): 74 (3.2%)

The first data are the total number of acts that contained specific type of aggression. Sample size is 2961

acts of aggression for Xvideos

Total count Pleasure or neutral Displeasure
Pornhub
Verbal aggression
Insult 78 77 (98.7%) 1(1.3%)
Physical aggression
Spanking 416 416 (100%) 0
Gagging 81 70 (86.4%) 11 (13.6%)
Slapping 130 126 (96.9%) 4 (3.1%)
Pulling hair 49 48 (98%) 1 (2%)
Choking 21 19 (90.5%) 2(9.5%)
Combined physical aggression 697 679 (97.4%) 18 (2.6%)
Xvideos
Verbal aggression
Insult 525 475 (90.5%) 50 (9.5%)
Physical aggression
Spanking 1206 1181 (97.9%) 25 (2.1%)
Gagging 309 272 (88.0%) 37 (12.0%)
Slapping 368 325 (88.3%) 43 (11.7%)
Pulling hair 200 170 (85%) 30 (15%)
Choking 175 146 (83.4%) 29 (16.6%)
Combined physical aggression 2258 2094 (92.7%) 164 (7.3%)

The first data are the total number of acts that contained specific type of aggression. Sample size for Porn-
hub is 775 acts of aggression against women and for Xvideos is 2783
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Table 6 Physical sexual aggression against women by category

Category Number of scenes % of scenes that ~ Percentage

with aggression ~ contain aggres- change from
sion average

Pornhub

PH Teen 10 (30) 33 —0.11

PH Mature 1(6) 17 -0.27

PH Amateur® 13 (50) 26 -0.19

PH Hardcore 13 (30) 43 0

Xvideos

XV TEEN 113 (421) 27 —-0.05

XV MILF 50 (165) 30 -0.01

XV Amateur® 9 (65) 14 -0.18

Hardcore® 41 (77) 53 0.22

The first data are the total number of scenes that contained aggression
in the given category. The data in parenthesis are the total number of
scenes sampled in that category

“Denotes that category is significantly different from average p <.01

be the most common type of physical aggression, occurring
in almost a third of Pornhub scenes and in almost a quarter of
Xvideos scenes. Although some critics have suggested spank-
ing and gagging may not qualify as a particularly “rough” or
intense form of aggression, it has certainly become an accepted
and increasingly significant part of the normal sexual script in
pornography (Gorman et al., 2010; McKee, 2005). Notably,
gagging often occurs not with fellatio, but with forceful fellatio,
during which a man holds his partner’s head in place while
thrusting his penis in and out. The gagging that is produced
with forceful fellatio implies at least that the man’s partner is
uncomfortable, and that air flow may be interrupted. Therefore,
it seems like gagging, which occurred in 6.7% of the scenes,
could be considered a physically aggressive act worth future
investigation. Notably, more extreme aggression such as muti-
lating, kicking, punching, or using a weapon occurred relatively
infrequently across the videos in the sample. While “extreme”
types of aggression were rare, the greater prevalence of milder
versions of aggression such as spanking suggests to viewers
that such acts are normative without explicit verbal consent as
part of sexual behavior.

The Complicated Relationship between Aggressor
and Target

In line with results from previous studies, women were over-
whelmingly found to be the target of both physical and verbal
aggression (Bridges et al., 2010; Klaassen & Peter, 2015). Spe-
cifically, women were the target of nearly 97% of all physi-
cally aggressive acts in the samples from both sites. This is an
important finding. Although some have argued spanking could
be considered a non-aggressive sexual act if the intent is not to
harm (McKee, 2005), the data suggest women are the target of
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spanking in almost all scenes. Our data clearly suggest that a
sexual script of spanking women but not spanking men is being
normalized within online pornography. Indeed, all examined
aggressive acts appear normalized to be perpetrated toward
women and not men, such that it is implausible to imagine a
woman spanking a man, choking him, or pulling his hair outside
the context of a consensual BDSM depiction. As such, most
physical aggression has not just been normalized in the sexual
script, and it has been normalized to be against women.

Aggression Against Self

Although women were overall the primary target of aggres-
sion, a more complicated relationship was evident when exam-
ining who was the perpetrator of aggression against women.
Although men still primarily demonstrated physical aggres-
sion against women (about three quarters of all acts), women
aggressed other against other women or themselves in about
20% of all physically aggressive acts. Often self-aggressive
behaviors begin pornographic scenes; the actress will strip for
the camera, spanking her buttocks or slapping her breasts. Con-
sidered through the framework of Fredrickson and Roberts’
(1997) objectification theory, this suggests it is not just that men
who are objectifying women, but that women are self-objecti-
fying. The script of aggression against women has become so
normalized that women hit and spank themselves, partaking in
the sexual script of aggression against women. It should also
be noted there were almost no acts of men aggressing against
themselves or other men.

Positive and Apathetic Reactions to Aggression

The findings indicate women’s response to both physical and
verbal aggression is overwhelmingly positive or neutral, dem-
onstrating either explicit or implicit affirmations of pleasure.
This is not to say women cannot enjoy acts of aggression, par-
ticularly when it is consensual. However, it is problematic if
women respond to aggression appetitively, or by displaying no
reaction at all. Affirmative reactions endorse a sexual script sug-
gesting women enjoy and welcome aggression, while neutral
reactions suggest a woman is not even engaged with the sexual
aggression against her. She has become a sexual object with
no interaction with her sexual partner. If the only responses
seen when women are the target of aggression are pleasure or
non-response, male viewers may assume women either enjoy
aggression or that their feelings or feedback regarding aggres-
sion is simply not important. This may normalize a script of a
woman’s body as an object or recipient of aggression. Women
may also learn that they are supposed to experience pleasure
with aggression or that they should ignore any discomfort they
do experience and give a neutral response. This general lack
of displeasure by women in response to seemingly unpleasant
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occurrences in pornography implies they should enjoy all sex-
ual behaviors enacted upon them.

This finding also has implications for the definition of sexual
aggression and sexual violence. For example, McKee (2005)
conceptualized violence as acts “which were obviously not con-
sensual and therefore included an element of desire to harm” (p.
283). McKee further explained that he separated and defined
“isolated moments of rough play” as those where a character
may experience violence, but “makes it clear in another way
that he is enjoying this” (p. 283). While this conceptualization
limits and defines the concept clearly, it also depends heavily
on the observed reactions of the participants and the interpreta-
tion of the consumer. Using this definition, most of the coded
aggression would not be considered violence, since the targets
do not react with clear displeasure. This argument about what
defines of violence in pornography puts the onus on the target
to say yes to violence instead of the perpetrator to gain consent,
however. Based on such a definition, if a woman does not say
no or act with displeasure to a potential act of aggression, then
the act must be defined as consensual and is not violence. This
type of argument reconstructs the incorrect assumption that a
“lack of no” is the same as consent.

Finally, this “lack of a no” conceptualization of sexual
violence ignores the way in which women are socialized to
respond to unwanted touching, attention, or harassment with
smiles to not further escalate the aggression. It assumes that
all unwanted or harmful aggression can safely be met with an
agentic and purposeful “no” statement. Research in a variety
of fields suggests women respond neutrally to and/or avoid
confrontation with sexual harassment in the military (Bell,
Turchik, & Karpenko, 2014), in the nursing industry (Cogin &
Fish, 2009), in migrant farm fields (Waugh, 2010), and within
video game culture (Fox & Tang, 2017). Indeed, research even
shows that in hypothetical scenarios, women believe that a vic-
tim who reports harassment in the workplace will receive nega-
tive feedback from her colleagues (del Carmen Herrera, Her-
rera, & Exposito, 2017). Women’s lack of negative response in
pornography to the majority of sexual aggression they receive
is another way in which women are socialized to not escalate
aggression.

Differences Between Categories

Consistent with Klaassen and Peter (2015), the current analysis
found videos categorized in the Amateur category depicted
significantly less aggression than those in other categories. It
should be noted, however, that there has been an industry shift
in the past few years toward the production of “pro am” con-
tent, or professional amateur pornography. This is content pro-
duced using professional performers, directors, ad crews while
delivering more of an amateur aesthetic. It is unknown if such
content depicts more or less aggression than traditional pro-
fessional videos. Categories signaling “professional” content

such as “Hardcore” on Xvideos were found to contain more
aggression. Interestingly though, the Pornhub Hardcore cat-
egory did not contain more aggression, suggesting category
title might not be the best indicator of level of aggression. It also
may be that overall, Pornhub contains more aggression, or that
aggression on that site has become normalized across catego-
ries. Given the focus on how level of aggression in pornography
may moderate the effect on sexually violent behaviors, more
research is needed on the differences of depictions across cat-
egories of pornographic content.

Future Use of Porn

This study suggests that a significant portion of pornography
contains depictions of aggression against women with no nega-
tive responses from targets; this may lead to the development
among consumers of a sexual script that encourages the learn-
ing of aggression against women. Although consumers may
not go to mass media, including pornography, with the specific
motivation to learn sexual behaviors, they still might absorb the
provided scripts. Research suggests mass media, ranging from
magazines, to TV, to pornography, can have an impact on con-
sumers’ sexual attitudes and behaviors (Hust et al., 2013; Van-
denbosch & Eggermont, 2015; Wright et al., 2016). But, what
if pornography was created with the intent to increase consum-
ers’ attitudes toward consent or toward mutually pleasurable
sex? What if pornography included communication during sex,
with actors verbalizing consent with each other? If pornography
included scripts of enjoyable sex with verbalized consent, it
could possibly be utilized as a supplemental tool supporting
sexual education instead of as a source of misinformation and
unhealthy sexual scripts.

Limitations

There are several limitations to the current findings. First, these
results are restricted by the population pool from which they
were sampled. Although Pornhub.com and Xvideos.com are
two of the most popular free adult tube sites, it is unknown if
other types of pornographic sites, such as paid sites, niche sites,
or alt porn sites, contain substantially different contents. As
the amount and variety of pornographic content online grow,
this limitation will be a continuing question for researchers.
Additionally, this study did not attempt to measure audience
reactions to the content, or individuals’ ability to opt out of con-
suming aggressive pornography. The study attempted to create
a baseline for understanding the nature of sexual aggression
depicted on the pornographic tube sites examined, but it does
not speak to how viewers may interact with or feel about this
content. Finally, these findings cannot speak to the intent of, or
the true enjoyment of the performers depicted in the films. The
goal of this study was to examine the depictions of a large-scale
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sample of pornographic videos. The hope is for researchers to
take this knowledge and apply it to future scholarship.

As health researchers continue to explore sexual socializa-
tion and sexual health education particularly in America, it is
important to know what sexual scripts depicted in online por-
nography may be affecting viewers. This study found depictions
of aggression against women are relatively common, although
not ubiquitous in online pornography. There may be multiple
available scripts available to consumers; including one that con-
tains normative aggression against women, and another that
does not. Given the debate over what constitutes consensual
aggression in pornography, an important next step in this line
of research is to investigate the impact of aggressive scripts
in pornography and non-aggressive scripts on sexual consent
attitudes and behaviors. Both scholars and health practition-
ers need a better grasp of sexual consent and the multifaceted
way individuals learn sexual consent scripts. The current study
paints a picture of pornography that is not as bleak as some pre-
vious research, but still suggests there is need for attention and
continued research in the effects of aggression in pornography.
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