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Abstract

Purpose of Review Pornography use is a common sexual activity for men and women engaged in a romantic relationship. The
objective of this literature review was to highlight the current state of research on the associations between pornography use and
relational and sexual well-being in mixed-sex couples, with a particular focus on the context of use.

Recent Findings Overall, findings are mixed, and studies are plagued by methodological shortcomings precluding causal asser-
tions. Nevertheless, research indicates that men’s pornography use is negatively associated with relational well-being and sexual
satisfaction, whereas women’s use is unrelated to relational indicators and unrelated to, or positively associated with, sexual
satisfaction. The context in which pornography is used (e.g., alone or with the partner) moderates these associations.
Summary This review suggests that pornography use may be positively related, negatively related, or unrelated to couples’ well-
being. The sex of the user and the context of use may in part explain this variability in correlates of pornography use.

Keywords Pornography - Romantic relationship - Context of use - Sexual well-being - Relationship well-being

Introduction

With the advent of the Internet and wireless devices, pornog-
raphy is now easily accessible and offers a diversity of sexual
content [1]. Its exponential growth in popularity has made it a
mainstream sexual activity, one that may redefine couple sex-
uality [2]. This has led many to question what impact pornog-
raphy might have on couples’ relational and sexual well-be-
ing. The popular media blames pornography for a host of
relationship problems [3]. However, even if most studies ex-
amining pornography use have adopted a “harm focused” ap-
proach by assuming and searching for negative effects, a sig-
nificant body of research does not support the media’s slanted
portrayal. In fact, this negative view of pornography is slowly
brought into perspective by studies reporting positive associ-
ations between pornography use and some indicators of
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couples functioning, and recent studies not showing the fa-
mous negative correlates stemming from past experimental
research [4e, 5]. Therefore, a lively debate is still ongoing as
to whether it is good or bad for individuals engaged in a
relationship to use pornography, producing an increasing
number of often contradictory findings. Even if pornography
use remains a polarized subject in the public opinion and in the
research community, dualistic views are progressively being
replaced by more comprehensive and integrated approaches,
addressing contextual factors that may explain when pornog-
raphy is associated with positive or negative correlates in ro-
mantic relationships.

The objectives of this literature review are to (1) highlight
the current state of research on the relational and sexual cor-
relates of pornography use in mixed-sex couples and (2) offer
an insight into how the context of pornography use may be
differentially associated with relational and sexual well-being
in romantic relationships. We were particularly interested in
studies examining the correlates of frequency of use in com-
munity couples or in individuals currently in a romantic rela-
tionship, rather than those examining the well-being of part-
ners of compulsive users or the correlates of problematic or
compulsive pornography use. Moreover, an emphasis was
placed on research that was published in peer-reviewed
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journals in the past 5 years. Before reviewing the factors as-
sociated with pornography use, it seems important to define
what represents pornography, examine the estimated preva-
lence of its use, and describe the context of use in romantic
relationships. Current research on the associations between
pornography use and relational and sexual well-being in ro-
mantic relationships will then be reviewed, followed by a
description of the well-being of the user’s romantic partner
and longitudinal implications of pornography use. Lastly, we
will review how the context of pornography use may be dif-
ferentially associated with relational and sexual well-being.

Definition of Pornography and Prevalence
of Use in Romantic Relationships

Pornography is a challenging concept to define and what is
considered pornography varies between studies [6]. The lack
of consensus regarding its definition, and even how it should
be labeled, makes prevalence estimates vary greatly and com-
parison of results across studies difficult. The term pornogra-
phy has received bad press, with some researchers using it
only for degrading, offensive, or violent sexual materials [7,
8]. Probably to avoid these negative connotations, others have
adopted alternative terminologies, often used interchangeably.
Table 1 summarizes the different terms that include or are
related to pornography and their most common definitions,
although the central components of these definitions are still

Table 1 Terms and definitions of pornography-related concepts

debated and some features systematically vary across studies
[22]. For example, some definitions are more restrictive as
they include only explicit sexual acts involving the genitals
[23], whereas others integrate individuals posing or acting
naked [5]. Some studies distinguish coercive or violent from
non-degrading pornography [7, 11, 14]. The medium via
which the sexual content is used also differs, with some def-
initions including written materials such as erotic novels [9,
24] and others focusing only on visual materials [25¢], or
broadly including all sexual activities (e.g., strip clubs, sex
chat) [18, 26]. The function of materials is sometimes defined,
for example, materials intended to sexually arouse the viewer
or used for sexual gratification [12, 27]. Such discrepancies in
terms and operationalization have only fragmented the field
further [22]. Thus, this review included studies examining the
correlates of all sexual materials used for sexual gratification,
regardless of the term or the definition used, excluding other
sex-related interactive activities such as strip clubs, sex chat,
or webcam sex.

While single people tend to watch more pornography, it is
found to be a common sexual activity for individuals engaged
in a romantic relationship [28-30]. A reanalysis of four large
representative samples of American adults, including both in-
dividuals who are single and those involved in a romantic
relationship, indicated that, over a given year, 69% of men
and 40% of women intentionally viewed pornography [31].
Specifically, in samples of individuals currently in a romantic
relationship, estimates of pornography use ranged between 36

Terms Definitions

Pornography

Any materials of sexual nature (i.e., pictures, videos, written, or audio material) used

or intended to sexually arouse the viewer. It includes pictures or videos of nude
individuals and all materials that explicitly describe people having sex or direct
physical stimulation of genitals such as masturbation [5, 9].

Visual sexual stimuli (VSS)

Any visual materials, either pictures or video, of a sexual nature including

nudity or explicit sexual acts [10].

Sexually explicit material (SEM)

Any materials (i.e., video, image, audio, and text) depicting people having sex or

displaying direct physical stimulation of genitals such as masturbation.

Materials containing only nudity, men or women posing nude, should not be included.
Some authors precise that it should be two adults consensually engaging in pleasurable
and non-violent sexual interactions [11-13].

Sexual media

All contents of sexual nature, that are intended to bring an erotic sexual experience.

It includes explicit and non-explicit sexual depictions and not only the ones that
are intended to arouse the viewer. For example, it would include suggestive contents
depicted in the media (e.g., sexually provocative image in advertisements) [14, 15].

Erotica

All materials depicting mutually pleasurable sexual expression between people, thus

non-coercive and non-degrading sexuality. Particularly used for sexually arousing

Online sexual activities (OSAs)

Cybersex

literature such as adult romance novels or for images of nude men and women [4., 7, 16, 17].

Use of the Internet (via text, audio, video, and graphic files) for any activity that involves
sexuality such as seeking information about sexual concerns, purchasing sexual materials,
sexual chats, sex webcam, the search for sexual partners, and downloading or sharing
or viewing image/videos online [18, 19].

All sex-related activities using computer, Internet, and sometimes, virtual reality equipment [20, 21].
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and 92% for men and between 6 and 83% for women [5, 32,
33]. For instance, in a large sample of 1755 mixed-sex cou-
ples, 71% of men and 34% of women reported pornography
use in the last year [24] whereas in a sample 0f 430 individuals
currently in a relationship, 92% of men and 83% of women
reported using pornography since the beginning of their rela-
tionship [5]. A higher level of commitment between partners
(i.e., dating to cohabiting/engaged to married) is associated
with a lower proportion of men and women using pornogra-
phy, and a lower frequency of use [33, 34¢, 35].

Context of Pornography Use in Romantic
Relationships

As individuals engaged in a romantic relationship use pornog-
raphy, we need to understand the context of their use. Across
all studies, a persistent trend emerges: compared to women,
men are more likely to use pornography and to use it more
frequently [11, 15, 36]. On average, for those using pornog-
raphy, men report a weekly usage, whereas women report
using it monthly or less [33, 34¢]. In mixed-sex relationships,
this gender gap creates a discrepancy in partners’ use, with
only 35% of couples reporting equal pornography use [24, 32,
37]. Attitudes concerning pornography use in romantic rela-
tionships also vary widely [24]. Men are significantly more
likely to accept their partner’s pornography use (71%) as com-
pared to women (46%) [38]. Around one third of women (31
to 36%) and less than one quarter (7 to 28%) of men feel that
pornography is a form of infidelity [19, 34¢]. These gender
differences may lead to secrecy surrounding one partner’s use
[32, 34¢]. Indeed, 37% of women underestimate the frequency
of their male partner’s use, whereas 16% of men do so [34¢].
Finally, women are more likely than men to use pornography
only with their partner (11 to 15% vs. 3 to 5%) [11, 34¢]. Even
if it remains a solitary sexual activity in most couples, about
half of individuals (45 to 70%) who use pornography while
being in a relationship also use it with their partner [5, 36]. As
consumption patterns appear quite different between men and
women, they may possibly be differentially associated with
relational and sexual well-being in romantic relationships.

Correlates of Pornography Use in Romantic
Relationships

Methodological Issues

As presented in the following sections, findings regarding the
link between pornography use and both relational and sexual
well-being are mixed. First, studies suggesting significant as-
sociations sometimes show positive, and other times, negative
links between pornography use and romantic relationship

well-being. Second, these studies generally report small effect
sizes. These inconsistencies between results may be partly
explained by the quality of the methodologies used. To date,
most studies have espoused a correlational design with non-
probability samples, hence precluding the establishment of
causal associations. There are also qualitative or mixed-
method studies that asked participants about the effect of their
own or their partner’s pornography use on their couple’s well-
being [5, 19]. These studies are based on self-perceived cor-
relates without comparison to nonusers or low-frequency
users. Thus, even if cross-sectional research has generally as-
sumed a direction of effect suggesting that pornography use
theoretically predicts relational and sexual well-being, we can
only describe associations. Regarding directionality, correla-
tional designs do not permit to conclude whether individuals
in unhappy relationships use more pornography, whether por-
nography contributes to dissatisfaction, or both. Pornography
use may also be a way to cope with sexual and relationship
difficulties or dissatisfaction. However, this assumption can-
not yet be confirmed or infirmed in light of the available data.

Even the handful of longitudinal cross-lagged studies—
which bring stronger empirical evidence on the direction-
ality of the associations between pornography use and ro-
mantic relationship well-being—do not have sufficiently
rigorous designs to assume causality. Indeed, pornography
use could simply represent a proxy for other personal or
relational difficulties for which pornography is used to
avoid associated negative emotions. For example, dealing
with negative emotions through the use of pornography
might be negatively associated with couple well-being.
Here, it might not be pornography per se that would be
associated with negative correlates, but rather deficiencies
in emotion regulation. Significant associations between
pornography use and couple well-being could also be con-
founded with the effect of, for example, masturbation,
higher negative affect, or higher sexual drive. The handful
of experimental studies exposing individuals to pornogra-
phy in an artificial laboratory setting and dictating which
type of pornography they are viewing constitute a method-
ological breakthrough, but findings may not represent por-
nography use in partners’ natural setting and the effect on
the relationship dynamic in their daily lives, when pornog-
raphy use is a deliberate choice, rather than an experimen-
tal task.

Another common methodological shortcoming pertains
to how pornography use was measured. Most studies
reviewed either examined the occurrence (i.e., having
use pornography or not) or the frequency of use with a
variety of scales and time frames (e.g., in the last month,
year, or even lifetime). The different associations with
having once used pornography versus using pornography
regularly or every day may explain some of the variability
between studies. The interpretation of the following
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results should take into account these methodological
issues.

Pornography Use and Relationship Well-Being

Looking more closely at findings on the link between pornog-
raphy use and relationship adjustment, some studies found no
evidence of an association between pornography and relation-
ship well-being [4+, 12, 39]. In three experimental studies
randomly assigning participants to view different images,
Balzarini et al. [4¢] reported that exposure to attractive nude
images had no significant effects on love for the partner in
both men and women compared to images of non-nude indi-
viduals or abstract art. However, because a single exposure to
nude images is hardly comparable to repetitive pornography
viewing outside the laboratory, these results are unlikely to
reflect the naturalistic context of pornography use. In a sample
of 2284 Croatian couples, the significant but small negative
correlation between frequency of pornography use and rela-
tionship satisfaction did not hold after adjusting for a range of
covariates including sociodemographic variables and psycho-
sexual and relationship characteristics [12]. These studies sug-
gest that when controlling for other factors, either statistically
or by controlling the exposure environment, pornography use
is not associated with relationship well-being.

On the other hand, a negative association between pornog-
raphy use and various aspects of romantic relationships has
been reported in other studies [11]. Lambert et al. [35] con-
ducted a series of five studies using small samples of young
adult college students and espousing various methodological
approaches. These included cross-sectional data, observation-
al ratings of commitment, and an experimental study random-
ly assigning 20 pornography users currently involved in a
mixed-sex romantic relationship to continue (n=10) versus
abstain from viewing pornography for 3 weeks (n=10).
They found that frequency of pornography use was associated
with lower relationship commitment, greater attention to rela-
tionship alternatives, and higher levels of infidelity. Using
cross-sectional data, Willoughby et al. [24] found pornogra-
phy use to be associated with less positive communication
between partners, higher levels of relational aggression, and
lower relationship stability. No studies have yet found positive
associations between pornography use and relational well-
being.

When the link between pornography and relational well-
being was examined separately by sex, divergent patterns of
results were generally observed in cross-sectional studies.
Among 373 young heterosexual men currently in a romantic
relationship, Szymanski and Stewart-Richardson [40] found
that frequency of pornography use was related to lower rela-
tionship satisfaction. Similarly, Muusses et al. [41¢¢] as well as
Bridges and Morokoft [33] showed that a higher frequency of
men’s pornography use was negatively associated with

@ Springer

relationship satisfaction, but not women’s use. Finally, in a
sample of 20,000 ever-married adults, Doran and Price [42]
observed that men, but not women, who had watched an X-
rated movie in the past year were more likely to be divorced
and less likely to report a very happy marriage. However, both
women and men were more likely to have engaged in an
extramarital affair.

These mixed findings make it difficult to conclude whether
pornography use is negatively associated or unrelated to var-
ious aspects of romantic life. The small effect sizes observed
might explain the discrepancy across studies and underline
that nonsignificant findings mostly come from studies control-
ling for potential proxy variables, underscoring the impor-
tance to do so. In addition, the potential negative associations
between pornography use and relational well-being are more
generally observed in men, which might be attributed to their
pattern of use. Given most of these studies were correlational,
the reported gender-specific associations may also represent
an avoidant coping method more frequent in men, in which
negative emotions emerging from couple difficulties are reg-
ulated, in part, through pornography use [43, 44].

Pornography Use and Sexual Well-Being in Romantic
Relationships

Most research examining the association between pornogra-
phy use and sexuality in couples focused on sexual satisfac-
tion, using mostly cross-sectional data stemming from self-
report questionnaires, with only a few studies examining other
components of sexual well-being. A significant number of
these studies found that frequency of men’s pornography use
was associated with lower sexual satisfaction [15, 33, 37, 39,
40, 41ee,45]. In contrast, results for women’s pornography use
appear to be more discrepant. In a sample of committed cou-
ples, Poulsen et al. [39] found that women’s frequency of
pornography use was positively associated with sexual satis-
faction. Still, most cross-sectional studies reported nonsignif-
icant associations between women’s pornography use and
sexual satisfaction [15, 33, 37], and the only prospective study
examining sexual satisfaction reported nonsignificant associ-
ations in both men and women [41¢¢].

Apart from the association between pornography use and
sexual satisfaction, qualitative and quantitative research
showed that pornography use in a romantic relationship is also
linked to positive sexuality correlates [5, 19]. Staley and
Prause’s [46] experimental study indicated that individuals
who viewed an erotic film in a controlled laboratory environ-
ment reported greater desire to be close to their partner com-
pared to those viewing a neutral or a non-erotic exciting film.
In three different experimental studies, Balzarini et al. [4¢]
found no negative effect of exposure to nude images on rat-
ings of partner’s attractiveness in both men and women com-
pared to images of non-nude individuals or abstract art and, in
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one of their studies, women even rated their partners as more
attractive after viewing nude centerfolds. Despite some posi-
tive associations with sexual well-being found in experimental
studies, which are limited in terms of their external validity,
some users do perceive that their pornography viewing is neg-
atively associated with sexual well-being in qualitative stud-
ies, such as being less aroused by real sex, having sex less
often, or being more critical of the partner’s body [19].

The gender-specific association between pornography use
and sexual satisfaction in couples has not yet been generalized
to other indicators of sexual well-being. Even if two empirical
studies reported positive associations between pornography
use and some components of sexual well-being, many indica-
tors have not yet been studied in couples, such as sexual func-
tion and sexual distress. However, individuals’ pornography
use has been associated with sexual dysfunctions in cross-
sectional studies using single occasion self-report measures
[47, 48]. Given the small number of studies focusing on other
components of sexuality than sexual satisfaction, no definitive
conclusions can be drawn concerning how pornography may
be associated with sexuality in a romantic relationship. Hence,
the negative portrayal of pornography depicted by popular
media is not fully supported by research published to date.

Pornography Use and Partners’ Relational and Sexual
Well-Being

Investigation of the negative link between an individual’s por-
nography use and the partner’s relational and sexual well-
being has been an important area of research, in qualitative
examination at first [49-51]. Subsequently, studies using
cross-sectional data from samples of college women found
associations between frequency of male partner’s pornogra-
phy use and women’s lower relationship satisfaction, as well
as higher attachment anxiety [52—54]. However, this body of
research focused only on women’s romantic relationship well-
being and is limited by the subjective assessment of their
partner’s pornography use, which may be influenced by
women’s attitudes and beliefs about pornography or relation-
ship well-being.

Only a handful of dyadic studies using data from both
partners have allowed a more thorough examination of the
associations between both partners’ pornography use and each
other’s relationship well-being. In their cross-sectional and
prospective analysis, Muusses et al. [41¢+] found no signifi-
cant association between wives and husbands’ pornography
use and their partners’ relationship and sexual satisfaction. In a
cross-sectional sample of 433 married couples, men and
women’s pornography use was also unrelated to their part-
ners’ sexual satisfaction [37] and, in another cross-sectional
study among 200 heterosexual couples, men and women’s
solitary pornography use was unrelated to their partners’
openness in sexual communication [9]. While some studies

showed that one’s own higher levels of pornography use was
associated with one’s partner’s lower levels of sexual satisfac-
tion [39], relationship satisfaction [55], and relational close-
ness [9], these partner associations were either restricted to or
stronger for men’s pornography use. Interestingly, and in con-
trast with other studies, Bridges and Morokoff [33] observed
that women’s frequency of sexual media use was positively
related to men’s general dyadic satisfaction (a latent variable
of relationship and sexual satisfaction), whereas men’s use
was unrelated to women’s general dyadic satisfaction.

Overall, results of studies examining the association be-
tween an individual’s pornography use and their partner’s re-
lational and sexual well-being are inconsistent suggesting ei-
ther negative, positive, or the absence of an association.
Findings from dyadic studies bring some nuances, highlight-
ing that negative associations between pornography use and
relationship well-being, when observed, are more likely to be
linked to men rather than to women’s pornography use, al-
though this was not confirmed prospectively.

Directionality of Associations

Even if the prospective studies examining the associations
between pornography use and relational well-being over time
do not allow for the establishment of causal conclusions, they
may help uncover plausible bidirectional associations. Using
nationally representative longitudinal data, Perry [56¢¢] found
that pornography use was associated with decreases in rela-
tionship satisfaction 6 years later in married men, whereas, in
married women, pornography use was associated with in-
creases in relationship satisfaction. In a large representative
sample of US adults followed over 8 years, Perry and
Schleifer [57¢] found that the probability of divorce roughly
doubled for married men and women who began to use por-
nography during the study. Although the longitudinal design
of these studies brings stronger empirical evidence on the
association between pornography use and relationship satis-
faction and stability, the authors did not examine the alternate
hypothesis linking relationship well-being to pornography
use.

Only two studies fully examined bidirectional associations
between pornography use and relationship well-being. In two
separate samples of married adults, Wright et al. [25¢] found
pornography use to predict more positive extramarital sex
attitudes 2 years later. However, extramarital sex did not pre-
dict subsequent pornography use. Muusses et al. [41+¢] found
marginally significant bidirectional associations between
higher levels of pornography use and lower relationship satis-
faction in men. These associations were all nonsignificant for
sexual satisfaction. Although examinations of the reciprocal
links between pornography use and relationship well-being
are scarce, current findings stemming from longitudinal data
suggest that conclusions about relationship dissatisfaction
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being a result of pornography use should be tempered, as
relationship problems could also influence pornography
consumption.

Context of Pornography Use and Relationship
Well-Being

Even if some general trends are observed in the literature on
the associations between pornography use, mostly frequency
of use, and relational and sexual well-being, the persistent
variability in results may be explained by different contexts
of pornography use. However, to date, these contexts of use
have been examined using cross-sectional designs.

Discrepancy Between Partners’ Pornography Use

The discrepancy between partners’ use could play a role in the
variability of associations found between pornography use
and couple well-being. Findings suggested that when both
partners used pornography in their current relationship, no
significant association with sexual satisfaction emerged, and
these couples were even characterized by a more permissive
erotic climate [32, 37]. Willoughby et al. [24] reported that a
higher discrepancy in the frequency of partners’ pornography
use was related to lower relationship satisfaction, less positive
communication between partners, and higher levels of rela-
tional aggression. Kohut et al. [9] showed that a higher dis-
cordance between partners’ pornography use was related to
less openness in sexual communication and lower closeness in
the relationship. In contrast, when both partners used pornog-
raphy at similar levels, their sexual communication was more
open and there was no association with their relational close-
ness [9].

Attitudes Toward Pornography

The results regarding the discrepancy of use between partners
may be partially explained by partners’ attitudes regarding
pornography. Findings regarding the associations between
partners’ acceptance of pornography use and relationship
well-being are mixed. Most studies found that the association
between pornography use and relational and sexual well-
being did not vary according to, or was not explained by,
attitudes toward pornography or acceptance of the partner’s
use [39, 42, 45, 53]. However, Willoughby et al. [24] found
that the negative association between pornography use and
couple satisfaction was weakened when acceptance of either
partner was high. Similarly, the association between pornog-
raphy use and positive communication and relational aggres-
sion were diminished when women’s acceptance was greater.
In another study, Maas et al. [55] reported that for men and
women who were less accepting of pornography, one’s own
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frequency of pornography use was associated with one’s low-
er relationship satisfaction. For those who were more
accepting of pornography, one’s own pornography use had
no link with relationship satisfaction for women, and a posi-
tive association with relationship satisfaction for men.

Secrecy Surrounding Pornography Use

Research on honesty versus secrecy surrounding pornography
use is still lacking, but Resch and Alderson [58] found thatin a
sample of 240 female university students, women who
thought that their male partner was honest regarding his por-
nography use reported higher levels of relationship satisfac-
tion than women who believed their partner was deceitful.

Solitary and Dyadic Pornography Use

One of the most examined contexts of use concerns the cor-
relates of solitary, or separate, versus dyadic, concurrent, or
shared, use. Results generally suggest that solitary use is neg-
atively associated with relational well-being in romantic rela-
tionships. Indeed, Maddox et al. [36] found that individuals
using pornography solely alone reported higher levels of neg-
ative communication, more infidelity, and lower relationship
adjustment, commitment, and sexual satisfaction than non-
users, as well as lower dedication and sexual satisfaction than
individuals who exclusively used pornography with their part-
ner. Minarcik et al. [11] showed that solitary users reported
lower relationship satisfaction, intimacy, and commitment
compared to non-users, but also lower intimacy and commit-
ment than shared users. Even if some studies reported that
using pornography with a partner was not associated with
relationship adjustment [46, 58], most quantitative and quali-
tative studies reported positive associations between shared
pornography use and relational and sexual well-being [5, 19,
33]. Kohut et al. [9] found that higher frequencies of shared
pornography use were associated with higher openness in
sexual communication and higher closeness in the relation-
ship, whereas frequency of solitary use was negatively related
to these variables. However, Maddox et al. [36] found that
using pornography with the partner was associated with
higher infidelity rates compared to not using at all.

Despite some mixed findings, general conclusions can be
drawn. The associations between pornography use and rela-
tional and sexual well-being are not the same for every couple,
as they partly depend of the context of use. In general, por-
nography is unrelated to relationship well-being or is positive-
ly associated with relationship well-being when both partners
are evenly using pornography, when acceptance of either part-
ners’ pornography use is high, when one’s use is known by the
partner, and when partners are using pornography together.
When there is a high discordance between frequency of part-
ners’ use, in particular if one is using it and the other is not,
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when one partner is less accepting of pornography use, when
itis a hidden use, or when it is only a solitary use, pornography
is negatively associated with relationship well-being.

Suggestions for Future Research

Comprehensive models that aim to understand associations
between pornography use and relational and sexual well-
being in romantic relationships need to include both the com-
plexity of what is considered pornography and the context of
pornography use, including the pattern of use and the relation-
al background in which this use occurs. Researchers need to
clearly define what they mean by pornography and use mea-
surement tools that capture this complexity [59]. This review
also points toward the necessity of continuing to take into
consideration many contextual variables, not only frequency
of pornography use. Other factors related to pornography use
should also be examined in association with the couples’ well-
being, including the content of pornography and the
motivations-driving use. Regarding direction of effects, the
associations between pornography and romantic relationships
need to be conceptualized in terms of mutual influences.
Rigorous research using longitudinal dyadic designs is much
needed to examine the bidirectional associations between por-
nography use and multiple indicators of sexual and relation-
ship well-being, as well as how these indicators are linked to
both the individual and the partner’s pornography use. Finally,
researchers need to bolster their confidence in their associa-
tions by ruling out potential alternative explanations such as
the role of negative affect, difficulties in emotion regulation,
masturbation, or a higher sex drive.

Clinical Implications

Pornography use has become of growing clinical interest as
mental health professionals increasingly receive consultation
requests from men seeking support regarding their use of por-
nography. The rising clinical demand has led the research field
to lag behind clinical development, with some clinicians
sometimes generalizing what they see in their practice to all
pornography users. Although the correlates of self-perceived
problematic pornography use, or of pornography use in clin-
ical samples, were not the focus of this review, findings from
these two related fields are often conflated. This can lead to
pathologizing all use of pornography without consideration of
actual associations with users’ well-being, including in their
romantic relationships. Thus, we need to be cautious about
claiming that pornography use should be systematically clin-
ically relevant when the individuals or their partners do not
self-perceive their use as problematic. Clinicians may want to
establish a pattern of open communication about pornography

use and couples’ attitudes and feelings about this topic as well
as assess how their pattern and context of use may be associ-
ated with well-being, including how pornography use may
result from, or feed into, reported difficulties.

Conclusions

Even if research on pornography use and romantic relation-
ships is growing rapidly, it is still in its infancy, with most
studies using cross-sectional designs and all precluding causal
assertions. Findings of this review suggest that pornography
use is not universally associated with positive or negative
correlates in romantic relationships, but largely depends on
the sex of the users, which may be explained by distinctive
patterns of use between men and women. In general, research
indicates that men’s higher frequency of pornography use is
negatively associated with relational well-being and sexual
dissatisfaction, whereas women’s higher frequency of use is
unrelated to relational indicators and unrelated to, or positive-
ly associated with, sexual satisfaction. The associations with
the user’s partner’s relationship correlates also appear more
negative for men using pornography than for women.
Studies reviewed here also suggest that the context of pornog-
raphy use is differentially associated with relational well-be-
ing. Thus, it is not pornography itself that seems to be associ-
ated with positive or negative indicators or relationship and
sexual well-being, but rather, it is how individuals in a roman-
tic relationship use pornography. Four contexts of use appear
particularly important: concordance or discrepancy in part-
ners’ use, levels of acceptance of pornography from both part-
ners, known versus hidden use, and solitary versus dyadic use.
Being open with each other about pornography use and its
frequency as well as discussing attitudes toward pornography
use together may facilitate the integration of this sexual activ-
ity to the couple’ repertoire when desired. Research results
should be disseminated more widely to clinicians and couples
to nuance negative attitudes toward pornography in the public
opinion as well as the clinical and scientific community.
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