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This text is dedicated to all of the professionals out there 
working to help our young people navigate the digital age.  
It is not easy, and it is not always fun. But it is definitely  
worth it, and we thank you.
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Preface

I’m lost. I really am. Trying to work with teenagers in this day and age? I barely 
knew how to set the clock on my VCR and now we have smartphones and tablets 
and video game systems that are on the Internet. My TV is online! I don’t even 
know how that happened; my kids set it up. The whole world is online, and man, 
it’s not necessarily a good thing. I mean, yeah, the world is at our fingertips, but is 
it always a good thing to have access to every corner of the world?

The Internet isn’t going anywhere. For some, this is a welcome relief (as if there 
was any question that the Internet might be going away?). Children, adolescents, 
and young adults do not know a world without the Internet. There has always been 
access to anything you want; the entirety of the world’s knowledge is available 
with a few keystrokes and a wireless router. But for others, the Internet could go 
away. Those of us who remember the buzzing sound of a dial-up connection and 
the words “You’ve got mail” could probably do without it some days.

Pornography isn’t going anywhere either. There are many perspectives on por-
nography, and most people have some opinion about it should you ask. For some, 
pornography is a social catastrophe, emblematic of the crumbling of a moral and 
value-based society. For others, pornography is a way to explore fantasies in a 
healthy way or engage one’s sexual partner on a different level. For still others, it 
may be some combination of both or something altogether different.

Finally, we have adolescents. One of the authors currently lives with an ado-
lescent and so understands all too well the challenges that come with this stage 
of life. To be honest, both authors somehow successfully navigated their own 
adolescence but may not remember it that well anymore. Adolescence is a time 
of great change and plenty of dissonance. Everything seems to be changing, from 
one’s body to one’s mind.

Where these three things intersect, you’ll find this text. Our purpose, which we 
state throughout, is not to pass any moral judgments or take a particular stance 
on pornography (or the Internet, for that matter). There are plenty of judgments 
and opinions out there for the reader to consider, many of which are available 
online. Instead, we hope to provide a reasoned, thoughtful consideration of ado-
lescents and their consumption of Internet pornography. We hope we have taken as 
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scientific an approach as possible, doing what we can to eliminate our own biases 
from the text and allowing the reader the opportunity to learn, evaluate, reflect, 
and then develop their own opinions.

Because in the end, the purpose of this text is to help. We have written this book 
for counselors, psychologists, social workers, health-care professionals and other 
human service providers who work with adolescent populations. It might also be 
helpful for parents or other caregivers to read to better understand the challenges 
facing our own kids. It’s a confusing world out there, and one that isn’t getting any 
easier. We know there is no way to make it any less confusing by writing a book, 
but maybe we can help some adults better understand how to work with some 
adolescents. If so, we have accomplished what we came here to do.
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1 Strange bedfellows
Adolescents and Internet 
pornography

I struggle quite a bit in my practice today. I’ve been a counselor for a long time, 
and I think I’m quite good at the work. I’ve been dealing with issues related to 
healthy sexuality for my entire career, and I’ve always enjoyed my work with 
younger people. But as I get older, they get younger, and I feel like there’s a dis-
connect. I mean, navigating the world of adolescent sexuality has never been easy 
and it is completely normal for adolescents to be working through a lot during this 
time of their lives. But the Internet . . . the Internet has changed the game. It seems 
like pornography has become such a bigger part of what these kids are bringing to 
counseling now.

Many who work in the helping professions (e.g., counselors, psychologists, social 
workers, nurses, physicians) find themselves engaged in conversations with ado-
lescents about sexuality. This has been the case for as long as there have been help-
ing professions. Adolescence is a time of normal curiosity and experimentation. It 
is a period of personal growth that can shape the life that is to follow. Adolescence 
is, in a word, challenging.

These trials are what often bring adolescents to counseling. Navigating the 
world of healthy sexual relationships can cause real distress in the lives of this 
population. Developing mature relationships during puberty is not easy and issues 
related to sexual behavior challenge even the most mature teenagers. Exploring 
sexual identity while existing in a world of close peer relationships and constant 
scrutiny can be harrowing. The challenge of adolescent sexual growth can result 
in mental health concerns, such as depression, anxiety, and so forth.

Of course no review of adolescent sexuality would be complete without consid-
ering how pornography has intersected with technology and how this intersection 
impacts adolescents. Just as sexuality has always been a pressing issue for this 
population, so has pornography. Those of us from older generations are familiar 
with the stories of teenagers who stole a copy of their fathers’ Playboy magazine 
and snuck off to do anything but read the articles. But the Internet has changed how 
adolescents consume pornography. The ubiquity of sexually explicit Internet mate-
rial (SEIM) has forever changed how we think about adolescents and pornography.

For those who help teenagers navigate these challenges, the landscape has 
changed. The vignette at the beginning of this chapter demonstrates this difficulty; 
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while this population continues to exist within their time and space, counselors, 
psychologists, and others may have real problems understanding what it is like to 
be an adolescent in the ever-expanding digital age. The Internet has changed every-
thing, from the way we communicate to how we interact with the world. Dating 
apps, messaging programs, and social media have changed the game, especially for 
the adolescents who are native to this digital world and to the helpers who might 
be immigrants in this unfamiliar land. The unending supply of SEIM makes our 
work as helping professionals more challenging than ever.

The purpose of this book is to provide insight to the helpers who work with this 
population. This task can be daunting because technology is constantly changing 
and the research surrounding it has difficulty staying abreast. Our goal in this text 
is not to be all inclusive; that would likely be impossible. However, we do hope to 
provide the reader with an understanding of how adolescents interact with SEIM 
and the potential effects SEIM has on this population.

After reading this chapter you should be able to

1	 Explain, in broad terms, how adolescents interact with SEIM;
2	 Understand how the terms adolescent, pornography, and Internet will be 

used throughout this text;
3	 Have an understanding of the prevalence of SEIM consumption among 

adolescents; and
4	 Describe how the text will follow in subsequent chapters.

An introduction to adolescents and SEIM
Over the past three decades, pornography has become far more commonplace than 
at any other point in history (Löfgren-Mårtenson & Månsson, 2010; McNair, 2002; 
Paul, 2005; Peter & Valkenburg, 2007). The Internet has played a significant role in 
this mainstreaming of pornography, providing unequaled access to encounter, con-
sume, create, and distribute sexually explicit content. Because the Internet is global 
and accessible worldwide, this phenomena is not isolated to any one country or com-
munity; data suggest adolescents across the globe are engaging with SEIM more than 
ever (Flood, 2007; Häggström-Nordin, Sandberg, Hanson, & Tydén, 2006; Lo & 
Wei, 2005; Wolak, Mitchell, & Finkelhor, 2007; Sabina, Wolak, & Finkelhor, 2008).

When compared to more traditional media (e.g., radio, print, television, movies), 
the Internet is a highly sexualized environment (Cooper, Boies, Maheu, & Greenfield, 
1999; Peter & Valkenburg, 2006a). Research demonstrates significant increases in the 
number of youth who are intentionally or accidentally encountering pornographic 
material online (Mitchell, Wolak, & Finkelhor, 2007; Wolak et al., 2007). We can 
safely assume that adolescents’ access to SEIM is unmatched by any other medium; 
the sheer amount of SEIM available and the vast diversity in content is unparalleled 
(Coopersmith, 2006; Mitchell, Wolak, & Finkelhor, 2007). Additionally, the risk of 
online bullying, sexual victimization, or harassment from others is real and pervasive.

Furthermore, the Internet is present and prioritized in the lives of many youth 
(Lenhart, Ling, Campbell, & Purcell, 2010; Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, & Zickur, 


