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Abstract

Internet pornography viewing is common among college-aged males, but it is unclear whether and for whom such viewing is problematic. One potential process that may account for whether viewing is problematic is experiential avoidance: seeking to reduce the form, frequency, or situational sensitivity of private experiences even when doing so causes behavioral harm. The current study examined the relationship of internet pornography viewing and experiential avoidance to a range of psychosocial problems (depression, anxiety, stress, social functioning, and problems related to viewing) through a cross-sectional online survey conducted with a non-clinical sample of 157 undergraduate college males. Results indicated that frequency of viewing was significantly related to each psychosocial variable, such that more viewing was related to greater problems. Furthermore, experiential avoidance moderated the relationship between viewing and two psychosocial variables, such that viewing predicted anxiety and problems related to viewing only among those participants with clinical levels of experiential avoidance. These results are discussed in the context of research on experiential avoidance and treatment approaches that target this process. 
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When is online pornography viewing problematic among college males? Examining the moderating role of experiential avoidance

Viewing pornography (sexually explicit materials intended for erotic arousal/satisfaction) on the internet has become increasingly common. For example, a survey of 15,246 adults in the US found that approximately 75% of men and 41% of women have intentionally viewed pornographic materials online (Albright, 2008). Similarly, a survey conducted by Boies (2002) of 740 college students in Canada found that approximately 72% of men and 24% of women viewed pornography online; it is particularly common among younger men (Albright, 2008; Buzzell, 2005; Stack, Wasserman & Kern, 2004). 

Research on internet pornography viewing (referred to as “viewing” for the remainder of the paper) has shown mixed effects. On the one hand, viewing has been found to relate to a range of problems including poorer sexual functioning, relationship dissatisfaction, religious and spiritual concerns, increased negative emotions (e.g., shame, guilt, loneliness), aggression, occupational problems, legal problems, and sexual deviancy (Albright, 2008; Baltazar, Helm, McBride, Hopkins & Stevens, 2010; Doring, 2009; Manning, 2006; Twohig, Crosby & Cox, 2009; Yoder, Virden & Amin, 2005). On the other hand, viewing appears to have minimal negative effects for some individuals and can even have positive effects for some in areas such as quality of life and sexual functioning (Albright, 2008; Baltazar et al., 2010; Cooper, Putnam, Planchon & Boies, 1999; Doring, 2009; Twohig et al., 2009). 

Progress has been made in identifying the factors that predict for whom viewing is more or less problematic. One approach has been to conceptualize problematic viewing as a form of addictive behavior, in which individuals spend an excessive amount of time engaging in compulsive viewing despite negative consequences and attempts to abstain from the activity (Cooper, Putnam et al., 1999). A distinction can thus be made between more common recreational users, where viewing has minimal costs and can even have positive effects, and the subsample of compulsive users, where viewing can be particularly harmful (Cooper, Putnam et al., 1999). In line with this, a survey of 9,265 adults found that the 8% of the sample who engaged in online sexual activities (OSA) for 11 or more hours per week reported significantly greater negative consequences in important life areas and greater distress related to OSA, relative to those who engaged in less frequent OSA (Cooper, Scherer, Boies & Gordon, 1999). In a subsequent re-analysis, Cooper, Delmonico and Burg (2000) further distinguished among those who engaged in 11 or more hours per week of OSA based on whether they also scored high on a measure of sexual compulsivity. Among those who were high in sexual compulsivity and engaged in 11 or more hours of OSA (n = 96) only 18% and 28% reported no interference or jeopardizing of life domains due to OSA respectively. In contrast, among those who were low or moderate on sexual compulsivity and engaged in 11 or more hours (n = 638), 54% and 72% reported no interference or jeopardizing of life domains due to OSA. Thus, for many users, even frequent viewing might not be problematic and could depend on other individual characteristics, such as sexual compulsivity. 

One factor that may help explain why compulsive viewing is problematic is experiential avoidance: seeking to reduce the form, frequency, or situational sensitivity of private experiences (e.g., thoughts, emotions, sensations, urges) even when doing so causes behavioral harm (Hayes et al., 1996). Examples of experiential avoidance can be found across the range of compulsive behaviors such as attempts to reduce or avoid difficult emotions by using substances (Baker, Piper, McCarthy, Majeskie & Fiore, 2004), pulling one’s hair (Begotka, Woods & Wetterneck, 2004), or engaging in self harm (Chapman, Gratz & Brown, 2006) and the tendency for individuals who engage in compensatory behaviors to try to suppress thoughts about food (Barnes, Fisak & Tantleff-Dunn, 2010). Experiential avoidant behaviors such as these are hypothesized to develop and continue over time, at least in part, due to their short-term impact on private experiences, despite often having long-term negative consequences (Hayes et al., 1996). Experiential avoidance overlaps with other well known concepts including avoidance-focused coping (Endler & Parker, 1990), lack of distress tolerance (Leyro, Zvolensky & Bernstein, 2010), and thought suppression (Wenzlaff & Wegner, 2000), although it is differentiated by its broader focus on any behavior that functions to control any form of private experiences (e.g., thoughts, emotions, sensations, urges). 

There is some evidence that compulsive behaviors often function to reduce aversive thoughts, feelings, or sensations (e.g., Baker et al., 2004; Chawla & Ostafin, 2007), a process that seems relevant to problematic viewing. For example, among the most commonly reported reasons for engaging in viewing are those related to experiential avoidance such as managing one’s mood, distracting oneself, alleviating negative emotions or low self-esteem, and reducing stress (Baltazar et al., 2010; Cooper, Galbreath & Becker, 2004; Paul & Shim, 2008). 

There is a substantial literature demonstrating that experiential avoidance can lead to, exacerbate, and maintain a broad range of psychological problems (Chowla & Ostafin, 2007; Hayes, Luoma, Bond, Masuda & Lillis, 2006). This is due in part to how experiential avoidance strategies often serve to actually increase the frequency or intensity of the to-be avoided experience. For example, thought suppression has consistently been shown to produce a rebound in the suppressed thought (Abramowitz, Tolin & Street, 2001). Similarly, engaging in problematic viewing to cope with experiences such as loneliness or shame may paradoxically serve to increase these emotions over time, such as if one has self-judgments about viewing or does so at the expense of engaging in relationships with others. Despite these negative consequences, viewing to avoid aversive thoughts and feelings can be negatively reinforcing as it may provide a temporary relief from these experiences (Putnam, 2000). The self amplifying nature of this system may lead to frequent, rigid patterns of experiential avoidance that increasingly limit and narrow one’s life. 

There is some evidence that engaging in viewing for the purposes of experiential avoidance is predictive of problem viewing. For example, individuals who use OSA to cope with stress are more likely to report OSA-related problems (Cooper, Griffin-Shelley, Delmonico & Mathy, 2001) or having received complaints from others regarding their OSA (Cooper et al., 2004).


The current study sought to further explore these issues with a wider range of psychosocial problems. Specifically, we examined whether frequent viewing was related to depression, anxiety, stress, social functioning, and problems related to viewing, through an anonymous online survey conducted with undergraduate students. We then tested whether experiential avoidance moderated the relationship of online pornography viewing to these psychosocial problems. 

Method


The study used a non-clinical, convenience sample of 157 male undergraduate students participating in an anonymous online survey for extra credit in a psychology course. Due to the low rate of females reporting frequent online pornography viewing (95.2% of females reported 0 hours of pornography viewed on an average day), we restricted the analyses to males. The modal age of participants was 19 (M = 20.68, SD = 4.18). In terms of relationship status, 53.5% of participants were not in a relationship, 39.4% were in a relationship, and 7% were married or living with a partner. The racial distribution was 73.2% White, 6.3% Asian, 2.1% Black or African American, 1.4% American Indian, 2.1% Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, 8.5% other race, and 6.4% multiracial. Furthermore, 11.9% of the participants described themselves as being of Hispanic or Latino ethnicity. 


Participants completed the online survey anonymously through the University of Nevada, Reno online SONA-systems psychology research pool platform. Participants were given the option to skip a question if they were uncomfortable answering it by selecting the response “I choose not to answer.” The study was approved by the University of Nevada, Reno Internal Review Board.


At the end of the survey, participants were asked “Overall, how would you describe your participation in this entire survey?” on a scale from 1 “I answered every question carefully and honestly” to 5 “I randomly responded and/or did not respond honestly to any questions.” Instructions were provided ensuring that participants’ responses would have no affect on their participation and receiving course credit. Participants scoring with a 3 (“I randomly responded and/or did not respond honestly to about half of the questions”) or higher were removed from subsequent analyses. Fourteen participants were removed based on these criteria, leaving a final sample of 143.


For each participant, missing items were replaced using mean substitution as long as 85% or more of the items were still answered for the given scale. Between 4 and 5 participants were excluded for each analysis due to missing 15% or more of the items for one or more scales, except for the item assessing problems related to viewing, which 19 participants did not answer.


Measures

Predictor variables. Frequency of pornography viewing was measured with the question “On an average day, how many hours do you spend viewing internet pornography?” from 0 “0” to 6 “More than 5 hours”, with a midpoint of 3 “2-3 hours.” This measure was designed to particularly assess frequent viewing, given past research on compulsive OSA (e.g., Cooper, Putnam et al., 1999; Cooper et al., 2000).

The Acceptance and Action Questionnaire – II (AAQ-II; Bond et al., in press) is a 7 item measure of experiential avoidance. Responses are given on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 “Never true” to 7 “Always true.” The AAQ-II is a somewhat more psychometrically robust measure than the original AAQ (Hayes et al., 2004), but measures the same concept (the two versions are strongly correlated r = .97; Bond et al., in press). The AAQ – II has been found to have adequate reliability and validity in past studies (Bond et al., in press) as well as sufficient internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .78 to .88 (Bond et al., in press). In the present study the alpha was .93.
Criterion variables. The Depression Anxiety Stress Scale-21 (DASS; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) is a 21 item measure consisting of three subscales assessing depression, anxiety, and stress symptoms. The measure asks participants how much each statement applied to them over the past week on a 4-point scale ranging from 0 “did not apply to me at all” to 3 “applied to me very much, or most of the time.” The DASS has been found to have adequate reliability and validity in past studies (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995; Antony, Bieling, Cox, Enns & Swinson, 1998) as well as sufficient internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha of .94, .87, and .91 for the depression, anxiety, and stress subscales respectively (Antony et al., 1998). In the current study the Cronbach’s alpha for the depression, anxiety and stress subscales were .87, .79, and .84 respectively.
The Social Functioning Questionnaire (SFQ; Tyrer, 1990) is an 8 item measure, which assesses social functioning. Responses are given on a 4-point scale. The SFQ has been shown to have adequate reliability and validity in past studies (Tyrer et al., 2005). In the present study the Cronbach’s alpha was .61.

Problems related to viewing was measured with the question “How much does internet pornography affect the rest of your life (i.e., social, family, romantic relationships, values, responsibilities, etc...)?” from 1 “not at all” to 5 “significantly.”

Results
Preliminary Analyses


Dependent variables were checked for normality by examining histograms, skewness and kurtosis. An exponential data transformation was conducted with the problems related to internet pornography viewing variable in order to correct for its non-normal distribution based on recommended statistical procedures (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  

In terms of frequency of internet pornography viewing, 70 participants reported 0 hours of viewing on an average day (50.4%), 58 reported less than 1 hour (41.7%), 3 reported 1-2 hours (2.2%), 6 reported 2-3 hours (4.3%), 1 reported 4-5 hours (.7%), and 1 reported 5 or more hours (.7%). Thus, although the majority of the sample reported little to no viewing on an average day, there was a significant proportion (7.9%) reporting viewing 1 or more hours.

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for each variable. Viewing was positively correlated with each of the psychosocial problem variables, with a Pearson r coefficient ranging between .20 and .42, such that greater time spent viewing internet pornography was related to greater problems. Consistent with past research (Hayes et al., 2006), experiential avoidance was positively correlated with each psychosocial problem variable as well with a Pearson r coefficient ranging between .26 and .63. Also of note, there was a significant correlation between viewing and experiential avoidance, r = .18, p < .05, such that higher experiential avoidance was positively correlated with more viewing.

Hierarchical Regression Analyses

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted in order to examine the main effects of viewing and the AAQ-II as well as their interaction for each psychosocial problem. Demographic controls were not included in the analyses as neither age nor socioeconomic status were significant predictors of any psychosocial problem (p > .10). A dichotomous AAQ-II variable was used in these analyses to examine interaction effects. This variable distinguished participants with clinical or non-clinical levels of experiential avoidance, using a cutoff score of 24, as recommended by Bond and colleagues (in press). In the first step, viewing was entered as a predictor. In the second step, the AAQ-II category variable was entered. The interaction term of viewing and the AAQ-II category variable was entered in the third step. 


The results of these analyses for each psychosocial problem are reported in Table 2. Viewing was found to significantly relate to each psychosocial problem in the first step, with a R2 ranging between .04 and .18. In the second step, the AAQ-II categorical variable predicted above and beyond viewing, with a significant R2 change ranging between .03 and .27. Viewing remained a significant predictor above and beyond AAQ-II for viewing problems, DASS anxiety, and social functioning. The relationship between viewing and DASS stress was only a statistical trend, and there was no significant relationship between viewing and DASS depression, after including the AAQ-II as an additional predictor. In the third step, there was a significant interaction between viewing and the AAQ-II for predicting two of the psychosocial problems (R2 change of .03: viewing problems and DASS anxiety). 

In order to further examine this interaction effect, separate regression analyses were conducted for individuals with clinical and non-clinical AAQ-II scores testing the relationship of viewing to these two psychosocial problems. Among individuals with clinical levels of experiential avoidance, viewing significantly predicted viewing problems, b = .54, t(48) = 4.40, p < .001, and DASS anxiety, b = .33, t(52) = 2.52, p < .05. Viewing accounted for a significant proportion of variance in viewing problems, R2 = .29, F(1, 48) = 19.39, p < .001, and DASS anxiety, R2 = .11, F(1, 52) = 6.34, p < .05. Among individuals with non-clinical levels of experiential avoidance, viewing was not significantly related to either viewing problems, b = .10, t(71) = .88, p > .10, or DASS anxiety, b = -.08, t(82) = -.76, p > .10.

Discussion

The current study sought to examine the relationship between online pornography viewing frequency and psychosocial problems and the potential moderating role of experiential avoidance among a non-clinical convenience sample of college males. Regression analyses found viewing to be significantly related to greater viewing problems, depression, anxiety, and stress as well as poorer social functioning. Furthermore, viewing continued to predict these variables, except for depression and stress, even after controlling for experiential avoidance, which is known to be a strong predictor of such problems (Hayes et al., 2006) and was found to be so again in this study. Experiential avoidance was found to moderate the relationship of viewing to viewing problems and anxiety, such that viewing was related to these variables among individuals at clinical levels of experiential avoidance, but not among individuals at non-clinical levels of experiential avoidance. 


This study adds to a body of literature suggesting that frequent viewing can be related to psychosocial problems (e.g., Albright, 2008; Baltazar et al., 2010; Manning, 2006; Twohig et al., 2009; Yoder et al., 2005). However, it is important to note that the relationship of viewing to these problems was relatively weak, except for social functioning and the more specific variable of problems related to viewing.  This is consistent with the literature suggesting that although frequent viewing tends to be associated with psychosocial problems in general, the relationship is complex, and other factors may be key to understanding when viewing becomes a problem and when it does not. 


The observed moderation findings provide some preliminary evidence suggesting experiential avoidance may play a role in determining whether viewing becomes problematic. This would make logical sense given the fact that experiential avoidance is related to psychosocial problems more broadly, and furthermore, that it is known to have paradoxical harmful effects (Hayes et al., 2006). Engaging in patterns of behavior in the service of controlling unwanted internal experiences can actually increase their occurrence (e.g., Abramowitz et al., 2001), which can create a vicious cycle where behavior becomes increasingly narrow and focused on controlling these experiences at the expense of more effective and valued patterns of activity. Individuals who view pornography as an escape from life stressors, to numb out, or for other experiential avoidance functions, may encounter a similar harmful pattern. Thus, it may not be the frequency of viewing per se that is harmful, but the particular function of viewing (i.e., why people are engaging in frequent viewing).

It is important to note however that these moderation effects were not found for each psychosocial problem. It may be the case that in some domains of functioning, experiential avoidance interacts more with viewing than in other domains.  For example, there may be a more direct relationship between viewing and social functioning such that viewing is harmful to this domain independent of whether one is experientially avoidant or not. Conversely, it might be the case that replicating these analyses with a larger, more diverse sample with greater range on viewing and psychosocial problems would detect moderation effects with these other problems as well, given the known difficulties in detecting statistically significant moderation effects in non-intervention studies (Judd & Mclelland, 1993).

An important aspect of identifying variables that predict for whom viewing is problematic is to inform intervention and prevention. Experiential avoidance can be targeted and changed through treatment approaches such as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (Hayes, Strosahl & Wilson, 1999; 2011). In accord with this possibility, in a recent time-series study by Twohig and Crosby (2010), an 8 week ACT program was found to reduce experiential avoidance as well as the frequency of viewing at post and follow up among a sample of 6 males reporting problematic viewing. 

The present study is a preliminary examination of the role of experiential avoidance in problematic viewing, and has a number of limitations. The cross-sectional design of the study limits the ability to determine the temporal relationship between viewing, experiential avoidance, and psychosocial problems. It could be the case that problems such as depression and poor social functioning lead to or exacerbate viewing or there may be a cyclical relationship between viewing and psychosocial problems. Future longitudinal studies would serve to further elucidate the relationship among these variables. 

Another limitation of the study is that frequency of viewing and problems related to viewing were assessed using single items that were not based on a previously validated measure. The frequency of viewing item was designed with a particular focus on high frequency viewing (e.g., how many hours individuals view on an average day), so as to capture more compulsive and potentially problematic use. However, this item did not allow an adequate assessment of more infrequent viewing (e.g., once or twice a month), which may have contributed to the low frequency of viewing observed among females. Furthermore, the item did not include an operational definition of pornography, which may have contributed to variation in how participants interpreted and responded to the question. In addition, the single viewing problems item may not adequately capture the nuances of problems that can be associated with viewing, although the observed correlation between this item and other psychosocial problems ranging between .35 and .45 suggests it is capturing some aspect of viewing problems broadly defined. Future research would benefit from a more comprehensive assessment of viewing frequency and specific problems related to viewing. 

The current study specifically focused on examining viewing among college males and it is unclear whether these findings would generalize to other populations. Although college-aged males appear to represent a population with particularly high prevalence of viewing (e.g., Buzzell, 2005), research has also found that online pornography viewing may be relatively common among college-aged females as well (Boies, 2002). Furthermore, it is unclear from the present study whether and how the pattern of results may differ across different ethnicities, age groups, and religious backgrounds. Thus, future research would benefit from examining the consequences of viewing and the potential role of experiential avoidance across a broader range of demographic groups. 

Although about half of the sample engaged in some viewing of pornography, only a small portion (n = 11) engaged in frequent viewing, defined as viewing one hour or more on average per day.  The small number of frequent viewers renders the results tentative and future replication with a larger sample size is important, particularly given the statistical power issues in detecting non-intervention moderation effects (Judd & Mclelland, 1993).

Overall, this study replicates and extends past research demonstrating that frequent viewing is associated with a variety of psychosocial problems. Furthermore, the study highlights experiential avoidance as a potentially important variable in understanding for whom viewing is problematic. Future research may serve to further understand the role of experiential avoidance in problem viewing as well as how treatments, such as ACT, can be used to intervene on and prevent problem viewing.
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Table 1

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for each predictor and criterion variable

	Variable
	Mean
	SD
	Viewing
	AAQ-II
	Viewing Problems
	DASS-D
	DASS-A
	DASS-S
	SFQ

	Viewing
	.67
	.94
	-
	
	
	
	
	
	

	AAQ-II
	19.69
	8.70
	.18*
	-
	
	
	
	
	

	Viewing Problems
	1.39
	.83
	.42***
	.26**
	-
	
	
	
	

	DASS-D
	6.99
	7.63
	.20*
	.63***
	.45***
	-
	
	
	

	DASS-A
	6.03
	6.44
	.27***
	.54***
	.35***
	.68***
	-
	
	

	DASS-S
	9.63
	7.76
	.22**
	.56***
	.37***
	.70***
	.72***
	-
	

	SFQ
	7.39
	3.48
	.35***
	.51***
	.44***
	.56***
	.45***
	.52***
	-


*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. AAQ-II = Experiential avoidance; DASS-D = Depression; DASS-A = Anxiety; DASS-S = Stress; SFQ = Social functioning.
Table 2

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses of viewing, experiential avoidance, and viewing by experiential avoidance on psychosocial problems








Viewing*

Variable


Step
Viewing b
AAQ-II b
AAQ-II b
ΔR2

ΔF
Viewing Problems



1
.42***





.18***

26.07




2
.39***

.17*



.03*

4.31




3
.12

.04

.36*

.03*

4.25

DASS-D 





1
.20*





.04*

5.57




2
.10

.53***



.27***

52.12




3
.05

.51***

.06

.00

.17

DASS-A 





1
.27***





.07***

10.73




2
.18*

.46***



.21***

38.84




3
-.07

.34***

.34*

.03*

5.38

DASS-S 





1
.22**





.05**

6.83




2
.13†

.46***



.20***

35.82




3
.04

.41***

.13

.00

.70

SFQ 






1
.35***





.13***

19.50




2
.28***

.37***



.13***

23.13




3
.40**

.42***

-.17

.01

1.18

†p < .10, *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. AAQ-II = Dichotomous variable distinguishing clinical vs. non-clinical experiential avoidance; DASS-D = Depression; DASS-A = Anxiety; DASS-S = Stress; SFQ = Social functioning.
