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Summary

«  Pornography is a diverse medium, depicting a wide

variety of bodies, sexualities and sexual practices;"? that

porn consumers overwhelmingly prefer porn depicting
mutual pleasure,® and that pornography can play an
important role in healthy sexual development and
exploration.

«  Most pornography is not designed to provide

relationships and sexuality education. Without appropriate

alternatives, pornography can fill the informational
vacuum and become young people’s main source of
information about sex.*

Young people of all ages require evidence-based, age-
appropriate relationship and sexuality education and
media literacy education.' This should include non-

stigmatising discussions about consent, pornography, and

negotiating with intimate partners.

Evidence-based policymaking and service-delivery
require ideological transparency. Australian politicians,
policy-makers, educators and service-providers must
ensure that responses to pornography do not advance

ideological agendas that undermine the safety and rights
of sex workers, women and LGBTQI+ people of all ages.

Background

Recent media and political discourse on pornography features
characteristics of a ‘moral panic; where pornography is framed as

Recommendations

¢

¢

¢

Invest in comprehensive, age-appropriate relationship
and sexuality education and media literacy education
for all years in all Australian schools, with training in
boundary setting and respect for others. This should
include non-stigmatising discussions about consent,
pornography, and negotiating with intimate partners.

Develop accreditation mechanisms to ensure that
relationship and sexuality education adheres to
appropriate guidelines.

Develop, expand and make freely available non-
stigmatising relationship and sexuality education and
media literacy education resources for young people
and their parents and carers. Existing examples
include Sexual Health Victoria's Talking About Sexual
Content Online Without Shame or Stigma.

Avoid expansion of legislative and regulatory
measures that mandate untested and privacy-
invasive technologies (such as the Online Safety Act
2021 Industry Codes and Standards and social media
age restrictions), and redirect investment towards
education for young people, parents and carers.

Resource national sex worker engagement for co-
design and co-delivery of non-stigmatising porn
education for young people, adults and family,
domestic and sexual violence (FDSV) organisations.

an increasing ‘social problem’ that disproportionately impacts young people, and requires unevidenced legislative and policy
‘solutions. While analysis of academically rigorous research presents a more realistic picture,® ' much Australian public
debate has uncritically promulgated anti-porn ideologies in its responses to online safety, sexuality and consent education,
and gender-based violence." These ideologies create barriers for young people talking to trusted adults about sex,”? as well as

driving stigma and discrimination towards sex workers.”®
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What does the research tell us?

A recent meta-analysis of thousands of pieces of research on pornography shows that people who consume pornography
are also more sexually adventurous - that is to say, more open to reporting casual sex, anal sex, group sex, kinky sex and a
range of other sexual practices to researchers when asked. This is not to say that consuming pornography causes people
to be more sexually adventurous - the literature has not identified this. The meta-analysis did not support many of the most
common urban myths about pornography, such as pornography consumption leading to violence against women or non-
consensual sexual practices.®

This is supported by an earlier (2020) meta-analysis of research from the 1970s onwards which found no relationship
between mainstream pornography consumption and real-life sexually aggressive behaviour, while links between ‘'violent’
pornography and sexual aggression were inconclusive.® Research has also found that there is no correlation between
pornography consumption and understandings or practices of sexual consent,” and no correlation between pornography
consumption and nonegalitarian attitudes towards gender.®

Pornography is a diverse medium depicting a wide variety of bodies, sexualities and sexual practices; and evidence shows
that porn consumers overwhelmingly prefer content that depicts mutual pleasure.® There is no evidence to suggest that
pornography increasingly depicts ‘aggressive’ behaviours, nor that pornography consumers prefer content that depicts
aggression.®

It is worth noting that much of the public concern about ‘violence' in pornography stems from a misunderstanding of the
consensual nature of BDSM and other kink or fetish practices.! In an analysis of popular online pornography consumed in
Aotearoa New Zealand, nearly all videos depicted both male and female pleasure. While some popular porn did depict non-
consensual or coercive behaviour, the vast majority of this subset still depicted mutually enjoyable sex. About 10% of popular
pornography contained elements of verbal or physical aggression, about half of which was clearly depicted as consensual.®
Pornography that depicts consensual, mutually enjoyable sexual practices, including BDSM, reflects the diversity of human
sexuality, and can facilitate education and exploration.

While pornography is not designed to function as relationship and sexuality education, it is also not automatically harmful to
healthy sexual development.® Pornography ends up functioning as de facto sex education when schools and parents fail to
provide comprehensive, age-appropriate relationship and sexuality education.

Framing pornography as a ‘crisis’ increases shame and stigma, preventing honest conversations. While there is widespread
rejection of adopting clinical frameworks to categorise pornography as a ‘public health crisis,’®" or as an ‘addiction,™ those
who self-identify as experiencing ‘pornography addiction’ tend to be white, married, wealthy men with higher levels of
religiosity, who express ‘shame, guilt and fear that their pornography viewing habits will be discovered.®*

Both young people and adults may be impacted by compulsive online behaviours, including gaming, gambling and shopping.
Any person in online or real-world spaces may be vulnerable to a ‘host of social influences that breed intolerance for gender
and sexual diversity and equity.’® Describing pornography as exceptionally harmful, or as an ‘addiction, deters help-seeking
behaviour and genuine understanding of online risks and harms.

Representation of diversity

As a medium that reflects diverse bodies, sexualities and sexual practices, pornography has historically functioned as an
essential part of healthy sexual development for many LGBTQI+ people.? Conversely, anti-porn and other ‘harmful content’
tech initiatives have a disproportionate negative impact on LGBTQI+ creators, advocates and educators.®?°

Evidence-based porn literacy

Recent policy, regulation and public debate has focused on young people’s access to online content, and the need for ‘porn
literacy’ and ‘porn education. Education on sexually explicit materials is important, within the context of both age-appropriate
relationship and sexuality education, and within age-appropriate media literacy. However, pornography education must
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avoid perpetuating stigma and stereotypes towards sex workers and people with diverse sexualities, and should be based on
reliable evidence.

Centring young people’s perspectives: Research indicates that when asked questions about pornography, young people
will discuss both their own experiences and others’ perspectives (e.g. the opinions of parents and other adults). If researchers
avoid using loaded terms like 'harm’ or ‘trauma; young people are more likely to discuss their own opinions and experiences.?
This highlights the need to ensure that young people’s self-identified needs are centred in the porn education and research
targeted towards them.

Dismissing pornography as ‘unrealistic’: There is a tendency for pornography education to describe pornography as
‘unrealistic, to describe heterosexual, ‘vanilla’ sex within monogamous relationships as ‘healthy’ and 'realistic, and present
pornography as an object to be avoided, not engaged with.' This approach to pornography education stigmatises LGBTQIl+
young people and young people with emerging diverse sexual interests, inhibits young people from developing skills in porn
literacy as a subset of media literacy and leaves them unequipped to critically engage with porn within the broader media
environment.?2 Porn literacy and relationship and sexuality education programs should be mindful to provide evidence-
based and harm reduction information on BDSM, acknowledging risks without stigmatising kink practices or promoting
abstinence.?®

Porn education without sex work stigma: Prominent porn literacy materials regularly promote misinformation and stigma
against porn performers, making unevidenced claims about the bodies and health of sex workers. For example, one well-
publicised resource currently promoted in schools and endorsed by Victoria Police's Sexual and Family Violence division
includes claims that:

'Porn bodies are not normal!

« 'Porn sex is not safe sex.
‘Porn performers regularly catch sexually transmissible infections, find it hard to maintain relationships...and
can end up with serious and lasting damage to their bodies.?*

These statements are inaccurate, offensive and deeply stigmatising:

Porn is incredibly diverse, and represents diverse bodies. We don't say the bodies of movie stars or football
players are 'not normal’ - so why would we say this about porn performers?
Porn productions are workplaces, usually with very high safety standards largely driven by worker demands.
Productions implement a range of safer sex strategies, including condoms, transparent STI/BBV testing or
biomedical prevention options.?%

«  Sex workers in Australia consistently maintain low rates of STls. Stigmatising populations that do have higher
rates of STls is not acceptable, and nor is fearmongering about damage to bodies. This language is disturbingly
similar to anti-gay rhetoric that warns about the imagined long-term harms of gay sex.?2

Porn performers as consent and sexual educators: Stigmatising approaches to pornography also function to exclude sex
workers from contributing to the design and delivery of porn literacy education and relationship and sexuality education.
Porn performers and other sex workers have long developed practices, frameworks and models for negotiating iterative
sexual communication and consent.?® Across the globe, sex workers have been at the forefront of delivering grounded
relationship and sexuality education to both adults and young people, in traditional learning environments and erotic and
artistic forums.3*® Relationship and sexuality education and porn education co-designed and co-delivered by sex workers
can encompass 'behind the scenes’ examinations of pornography. This demystification assists in situating porn as a media
product, produced as labour and involving consent and labour rights negotiations, allowing young people and adults to
develop holistic ‘porn literacy’ that reduces sex work stigma.

Hidden agendas: risks of ideologically driven policy

Evidence-based policymaking requires transparency about stakeholders’ broader ideological positions. Many prominent
anti-pornography or porn-critical organisations and spokespeople operate with agendas that extend far beyond pornography
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concerns, harbouring deliberately concealed positions on abortion access, sex work, gender-affirming care and safety for
LGBTQI+ people in order to gain access to otherwise progressive spaces.*

In the United States, members of an anti-porn lobby group with links to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
(Mormonism) have been active in campaigns against marriage equality.® In the United Kingdom, anti-pornography activist
Jule Bindel has a ‘long record of public transphobia.!**% International organisations such as Exodus Cry and the National
Center on Sexual Exploitation (NCOSE), previously known as Morality in Media, have documented links with both evangelical
Christian36 and far-right groups.*

In Australia, one ‘pre-eminent’ pornography researcher has expressed in blog posts that sex work ‘is incompatible with
gender equality.*® Registered charity Collective Shout describes itself as ‘non-partisan; but stridently campaigned against
the decriminalisation of sex work in Victoria, claims that individuals cannot validly consent to participating in sexual breath
play (also referred to as sexual choking), campaigned to end a partnership between the National Breast Cancer Foundation
and a popular lingerie chain on the grounds that it ‘objectified women and sexualise[d] breast cancer detection,* and led a
campaign that resulted in video games with sexual content and LGBTQIA+ game creators being deplatformed.®#° Collective
Shout's founder also has documented links to anti-abortion activism and religious affiliations that she refuses to discuss
publicly.#-43

Without critical engagement, politicians, policy-makers, educators and service-providers risk advancing harmful ideological
agendas in educational resources, policy responses and service delivery. This undermines evidence-based approaches to
complex social issues and compromises the rights of women, LGBTQI+ people of all ages and sex workers to be safe in the
community and fully participate in public life.

Notes

A University of Sydney, Chief Investigator for Australian Research Council Discovery grant ‘Improving digital sexual
literacy in Australia.

Postdoctoral Research Fellow, Centre of Excellence for Automated Decision-Making and Society, Queensland University
B of Technology.

Edith Cowan University, Researcher for Australian Research Discovery Project ‘Adolescents’ perceptions of harm from
C accessing online sexual content!
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