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Abstract
Cybersex encompasses a wide range of behaviors that use information and communication technologies as a means of access 
to obtain sexual gratification, a phenomenon that can take on problematic patterns. The main objective of the study is to 
propose a model that explains the extent to which online sexual activities and the negative emotionality associated with them 
can generate a tolerance phenomenon characterized by an increase in the frequency and intensity of cybersex behaviors. To 
this end, the Cybersex Behavioral Assessment Questionnaire was administered to a sample of 369 individuals. The results 
show that online sexual behavior and the presence of negative emotions during the performance of these activities influence 
the occurrence of tolerance, which is characterized by an increase and variety of activities with increasingly extreme typol‑
ogy. These findings may have implications for education and healthcare.
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Introduction

Drucker (1969) defined the knowledge society by establish‑
ing the essential characteristics of a new type of society in 
which knowledge becomes the basis of economic produc‑
tion and the greatest source of a country’s wealth, surpass‑
ing the value previously attached to the mere availability of 
information. In this context, information and communication 
technologies (ICT) played a very important role. They were 
the result of an unprecedented technological revolution, 

in which the development of the Internet and its services 
led to citizens having access to different tools for access‑
ing content and communication, both synchronously and 
asynchronously. In this way, technologies were integrated 
into different areas of human life and played a leading role 
in areas such as democratic processes, commerce, culture, 
education, and also sex.

Cybersex, which some authors refer to as OSAs (online 
sexual activities), is therefore defined as the use of Internet 
tools to obtain sexual gratification (Wéry & Billieux, 2016), 
which covers a wide range of behaviors such as: 1) access‑
ing and viewing pages with pornographic content (whether 
through videos, images, stories...), 2) using communication 
services and applications for that purpose (communication 
by microphone, videoconferences, webcam...) or, even, 3) 
accessing specific social networks for the search of sexual 
partners. This has led to a first classification (Shaughnessy 
et al., 2011) that divides this type of behavior into solitary 
arousal activities (p.e. watching pornographic videos), 
partner involvement activities (i.e. chatting with a partner 
online) or activities that do not produce arousal (i.e. search‑
ing for sexual information).

The consequences of the practice of cybersex are also 
varied and can also be positive or negative, sometimes con‑
ditioned by the motive behind its practice. On the one hand, 
obtaining sexual pleasure is not only the main motivation 
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for engaging in cybersex but also its main positive effect, 
although others can be mentioned, such as its potential edu‑
cational effect, its ability to promote more open sexual atti‑
tudes, its usefulness for learning about and exploring new 
sexual practices or as a coping strategy to reduce negative 
emotions (Ballester-Arnal et al., 2017; Brahim et al., 2019). 
On the other hand, these activities can lead to problem‑
atic situations (Ballester-Arnal et al., 2017; Bolshinsky & 
Gelkopf, 2019), for example: unwanted contacts that can 
generate from simple discomfort to traumatic effects; con‑
fusion of the characteristics and situations of pornography 
with real sexual practices, which can lead to the appear‑
ance of complexes or frustration due to the non-fulfilment 
of expectations; or compulsive and addictive use, with the 
consequent tolerance (anguish and anxiety about the impos‑
sibility of execution, the need to increase the frequency of 
access, progressive incorporation of increasingly extreme 
behaviours or neglect other life activities) and the appear‑
ance of symptoms typical of psychophysical pathologies 
such as dyspareunia, erectile dysfunction or alteration of 
the phases of sexual response (Blinka et al., 2022).

These circumstances make it particularly essential, 
albeit controversial and problematic, to distinguish between 
acceptable and problematic use, a difficulty that has so far 
been impossible to resolve. Firstly, because the Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, in its latest edi‑
tion (DSM-5), has eliminated the distinction between abuse 
and dependence, keeping only the categories of substance 
use disorders and substance-induced disorders, which also 
only refer to problems arising from substance-related disor‑
ders. Secondly, because although non-substance-related dis‑
orders are included, only pathological gambling is included 
in such a category (APA, 2013). And thirdly, because there 
is no specific correspondence between Compulsive Sexual 
Behaviour Disorder (CSBD), which does appear in the 
International Classification of Diseases (WHO, 2022) and 
an equivalent in the DSM-5, with the appropriateness of 
establishing the so-called “hypersexual disorder” having 
been analyzed (Mauer-Vakil & Bahji, 2020), whose final 
inclusion was rejected by the American Psychiatric Asso‑
ciation (APA).

Apart from the above, and although the existence of dif‑
ferential characteristics between cybersex users and com‑
pulsive users in terms of arousal and reactivity has been 
empirically demonstrated, the theoretical study has been 
very limited (Brahim et al., 2019), although it has been cor‑
roborated that the existence of negative emotions is related 
to the use of cybersex, in an attempt to reduce its derived 
discomfort (Wéry et al., 2018).

Therefore, a number of questions arise that would need 
to be resolved: how could problematic use of cybersex 
practice be defined, what factors influence the occurrence 
of such problematic behavior, and is there a phenomenon 

of tolerance in cybersex practice similar to that which may 
occur in the case of substance addictions?

In this context, the purpose of this study attempts to pro‑
vide an answer to these questions by proposing a model that 
explains to what extent online sexual activities and the nega‑
tive emotionality associated with their practice can gener‑
ate a phenomenon of tolerance similar to that of substance 
addictions, characterized by an increase in the frequency and 
intensity of cybersex behaviors.

Literature background

Despite the widespread practice of cybersex, it is difficult 
to pinpoint the percentage of users who engage in each type 
of activity, as, in addition to the component of social desir‑
ability that can alter responses when information is col‑
lected in this area, values can also differ greatly depending 
on the idiosyncrasies of each country and society, age ranges 
(young people tend to make greater use) and, especially, the 
behaviors under analysis. For example, the study by Döring 
et al. (2017) conducted in Sweden, Germany, Canada and 
the USA shows that up to 90% of the population searched 
for sexual information at some point in their lives using tech‑
nological tools and that more than 77% accessed erotic or 
pornographic content.

Moreover, there is a major difficulty in approaching this 
type of study, since so far it has not been possible to estab‑
lish a consensus on what is meant by problematic use of 
cybersex, not even in terms of conceptualization or diagnosis 
itself (Wéry et al., 2018).

Perhaps the most widespread is the one that defines the 
problem by bringing it closer to the frame of reference of 
substance addictions due to their similarity and even their 
interrelation (Soraya et al., 2022), but encompassing it in the 
category of the so-called non-substance addictions or behav‑
ioral addictions (Wang & Dai, 2020), which includes other 
addictive disorders such as pathological gambling or Internet 
addiction. However, in this case some authors (Pekal et al., 
2018) no longer focus on the wide range of behaviors that 
cybersex can encompass, but rather on one of them, pornog‑
raphy viewing, which in this context has been referred to as 
Internet-pornography-use disorder.

Authors such as Brand et  al. (2016), who share this 
approach, however, they are more specific and categorize 
the disorder within Internet use disorders. In fact, these 
authors have tested the I-PACE model, which aims to 
constitute itself as a theoretical framework to explain the 
processes underlying the development and maintenance of 
addictive use of certain applications or Internet sites that 
promote gaming, gambling, pornography viewing, shopping 
or communication.
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There seems to be some consensus on the set of criteria 
present in problem behavior, which would include: loss of 
control, excessive time spent in sexual behaviors, and signifi‑
cant negative consequences in daily life (Wéry et al., 2018).

Hypothesis proposal

In this context, some studies have already tried to analyze 
the main behavior developed in the context of cybersex 
activities. For example, Shaughnessy et al. (2011) found that 
among solitary online sexual activities for the purpose of 
sexual satisfaction, viewing sexually explicit videos and pho‑
tographs stood out, although there were statistically signifi‑
cant differences between men and women, since while 83.3% 
of men engaged in this practice, only 30.8% of women did 
so. Reading erotic material or masturbating while watching 
webcams were also mentioned in this context. Meanwhile, 
the main behaviour mentioned in terms of sexual activities 
with a partner was chatting and sharing sexual fantasies, 
which was practiced by 17.6% of men compared to 12% of 
women. Finally, when it came to non-arousal activities, the 
pattern was reversed, with accessing educational websites 
being the most common activity, although in this case it 
was performed to a greater extent by women (31.2%) than 
men (17.6%). Similarly, studies such as Studer et al. (2019) 
showed that cybersex use was especially frequent among 
young men and that there were differences in the frequency 
of use according to sexual orientation, as well as finding 
relationships between problematic use and sexual orienta‑
tion. On this basis, the first hypothesis can be established:

H1. The frequency of sexual behavior will have a pre‑
dictive effect on the emergence of tolerance generated 
as a consequence of repeated and problematic cybersex 
activities.

Apart from the behavioral effects of engaging in cybersex 
highlighted in previous studies, studies such as Chen et al. 
(2018) also examined how cybersex was a predictive effect 
by some emotional aspects. Thus, their study used structural 
equation modelling to examine the relationships between 
pornography craving, frequency and time of online sexual 
activity use, negative academic emotions and their interac‑
tions with respect to problematic cybersex use. It found that, 
within a sample of university students, about 20% of young 
people were in a risk/problematic use group, with subjects 
showing higher scores on all measures of severity, including 
problematic use of OSAs, amount and frequency of OSA use 
(suggesting some loss of control), pornography craving and 
negative academic emotion, which could be evidence of its 
role as an anxiety reducer. In the same vein, Castro-Calvo 
et al. (2018) adapted and tested in Spanish population the 
psychometric properties of the Sexual Addiction Screening 

Test (SAST; Carnes, 1983), one of the most widely used 
instruments to detect sexual addiction, finding that of the 
four factors assessed by this test, the “loss of control” fac‑
tor was the one with the greatest explanatory capacity of 
the entire questionnaire (explaining 37.7% of the variance). 
Finally, Wéry et al. (2018) showed that negative emotions 
combined with negative urgency (acting impulsively in neg‑
ative emotional situations) contributed to the use of cybersex 
as a way of coping with negative affect. From this, the fol‑
lowing hypothesis can be suggested:

H2. The frequency of experiencing negative emotions will 
have a predictive effect on the emergence of tolerance, 
generated as a consequence of repeated and problematic 
cybersex activities.

In addition, as the aforementioned studies have found, 
there are three variables that should be taken into considera‑
tion, as they may condition the pattern of use and abuse of 
cybersexual behaviors.

Research model

In this framework, as stated by Franc et al. (2018), cybersex 
users explore and encounter a new world where the culture 
of cyberspace offers encouragement and acceptance of even 
their deepest fantasies, illustrating the relevance of the social 
factor in cybersex motives but also laying the groundwork 
for users themselves to venture into new environments and 
change their own online behavioral practices.

Therefore, the following model can be considered (Fig. 1), 
which establishes the relationships between the behavioral 
and emotional factors and the phenomenon of tolerance, 
understood as the quantitative and qualitative increase in 
the patterns that make up the practice of cybersex.

Method

Sample

A sample of 369 respondents was used for the study, with 
a slight majority of women (61.8%) as opposed to men or 
0.5% transgender. The subjects of the study were divided 
into the following age groups: 18-20  years (48.8%), 
21-25 years (24.7%), 26-30 years (7.1%), and > 30 years 
(19.3%). The respondents defined themselves as mostly het‑
erosexual (76.6%), following bisexual (18.8%), homosexual 
(4.3%), and asexual (0.3%). The vast majority lived in Spain 
(69.4%).

Notably, when considering the influence of sexual ori‑
entation on sexual behaviour, the two groups did not differ 
significantly. Thus, in the group of university students, the 
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majority defined their sexual orientation as heterosexual 
(82.1%), as in the group of users of cybersex channels, 
although in this case the percentage was slightly lower 
(70%). In the student group, 3% defined themselves as 
homosexual and 14.4% as bisexual, while in the cybersex 
group, 6% defined themselves as homosexual and 24% as 
bisexual. Only one person defined himself as asexual, in this 
case belonging to the group of university students.

Instrument

To collect the data we used the Behavioral Evaluation Ques‑
tionnaire of Cybersex, designed ad-hoc for this research and 
composed of five sections and a final open-ended question 
for observations in which the participant could include any 
type of information or comment.

Thus, first section collects personal and sociodemo‑
graphic information about the subject and is composed 
of four items: sex, age, sexual orientation and place of 
residence.

The following four sections are answered according to a 
Likert-type response scale with four response options: 1.- 
Almost never, 2.- A few times, 3.- Some times, 4.- Many 
times, although to avoid the subjectivity of interpretation 
of the different options they have been operationalized as 
follows: 1.- Almost never (once a month or less frequently), 
2.- Few times (between one and three times a month), 3.- 
Sometimes (about once a week) and 4.- Many times (two or 
more times a week).

Second section, composed of five items, evaluates behav‑
iors related to cybersex performed by the subject, including: 
access to applications with adult content (websites, forums, 
etc.); contacts through chat, messaging or similar writing 
applications for purposes of sexual satisfaction (stories, written 

conversations, exchange of photos, etc.); contact through calls 
(phone calls, microphone, etc.) for purposes of sexual satis‑
faction (cybersex through verbal contact).); contact through 
calls (phone calls, microphone, etc.) for the purpose of sexual 
gratification (cybersex through verbal contact); contact through 
video calls (Skype, Telegram, WhatsApp, etc.) for the purpose 
of sexual gratification (cybersex through webcam contact) and 
arranging online face-to-face sexual meetings.

Third section, also composed of five items, analyses the 
emotional states of the subject while engaging in cybersex 
practices and collects information on whether the person 
has felt uncomfortable before situations or communicative 
exchanges for sexual purposes, whether he/she has felt fear, 
guilt, or shame, whether he/she believes to have lost control 
over the frequency of use, or whether he/she believes to have 
lost control over the contents or practices performed.

Fourth section, also articulated around five items, exam‑
ines the changes produced by the realization of cybersex 
behaviors and asks if the person has known new sexual 
behaviors or practices on the Internet channels, if he/she has 
known new sexual practices of his/her liking, if he/she has 
varied the sexual behaviors or practices performed compared 
to the previous ones, if he/she perceives the type of sexual 
practices he/she deals with on the Internet as “stronger” or 
more intense than those previously practiced and if his/her 
sexual practices on the Internet have led him/her to try to 
know more different types of sexual practices.

Fifth section, composed of two items with specifically 
educational and preventive purposes, asks whether the sub‑
ject has ever contacted a minor or attempted to contact him/
her in a chat room or Internet channel of a sexual nature and 
whether he/she has ever detected the presence of minors (or 
seen subjects identified as such) in a chat room or Internet 
channel of a sexual nature.

Fig. 1   Research model
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Procedure

The questionnaire application procedure followed two dif‑
ferent routes according to the selected study samples. On the 
one hand, it was implemented as a written and structured 
interview to users of cybersex channels, obtaining this part 
of the sample through chat with sexual content (n = 167) and 
on the other hand to university students (n = 202). In both 
cases they were asked to participate voluntarily, and they 
had to accept the participation clause to answer the ques‑
tionnaire. This double sample was intended to increase the 
variability of response and to select subjects in the context 
where this type of behavior occurs most regularly.

In all cases, anonymity and compliance with the Data 
Protection Law were guaranteed, as well as the confidenti‑
ality of the answers given, following the ethical principles 
established in this type of study. In fact, the questionnaire 
specifically included a clause in which the subject was pro‑
vided with information about the objective of the study and 
the guarantees when carrying it out, after which the respond‑
ent agreed to participate in the research and then went on to 
answer the questionnaire.

Results

Descriptive analysis was performed with SPSS v.27 and 
SmartPLS 3 to examine the relationships in our concep‑
tual model using partial least squares equation modelling 
(PLS-SEM).

Data

Initially, descriptive analyses were performed on the vari‑
ables that made up the behavioral and emotional factors. As 
can be seen in Table 1, the most frequent behavior (consid‑
ering the sum of the values sometimes and very often) is 
access to adult content applications, such as pornographic 
web pages, storytelling, or forums, followed by direct con‑
tact through written communication applications. Likewise, 
negative emotions. Likewise, in the emotional aspect, the 
feeling of discomfort, loss of control over the frequency of 
access and fear are the negative emotions most frequently 
experienced by people who have practiced cybersex 
behaviors.

Measurement model

A two-stage procedure was used to analyze the results of the 
proposed model (Hair et al., 2011): (1) reliability and dis‑
criminant validity and (2) validation of hypotheses. Below, 
the results obtained in each of these phases are described.

At first, for reliability calculations, we use the two-stage 
procedure of Anderson and Gerbing (1988) method to calcu‑
late the convergent validity and discriminant validity of the 
constructs. For this purpose, construct reliability was tested 
by Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA), Cronbach’s alpha, 
Composite Reliability (CR) and Average Variance Extracted 
(AVE) were calculated.

The results indicate that most loadings factor exceed 0.7, 
and the corresponding t-statistic shows that it is statistically 
significant (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). Nevertheless, 

Table 1   Descriptive analysis

*AN Almost never, RA Rarely, SO Sometimes, MT Many times

AN* RA SO MT

Have you accessed adult content applications such as: forums, stories, webpages...? 27.6% 22.2% 26.8% 23.3%
Have you maintained contacts through chat, Messenger, or similar writing programs for the purpose of sexual 

satisfaction (joint stories, written conversations...)?
45% 20.1% 19.8% 15.2%

Have you maintained contacts through calls (telephone, micro...) for the purpose of sexual satisfaction (cybersex 
through verbal contact)?

64.1% 17.7% 11.7% 6.5%

Have you had contacts via video call (Skype or similar) for the purpose of sexual gratification (cybersex via 
cam)?

63.1% 14.9% 14.6% 7.3%

Have you made face-to-face sex appointments over the Internet? 75.3% 14.1% 6.3% 4.3%
Have you ever felt uncomfortable in situations or communicative exchanges for sexual purposes online? 59.6% 24.1% 13.0% 3.3%
Have you ever been afraid of situations or people or with whom you have interacted through the internet for 

sexual purposes?
74.5% 16.1% 6.4% 3%

Have you ever felt guilt or shame after a cybersex session because of the behaviors you engaged in: showing off, 
type of sexual practices observed...?

73.5% 17.4% 5% 4.1%

Do you think you have ever lost control over the frequency of access to internet tools you use for sexual pur‑
poses: chat, web...?

77.3% 13% 6.9% 2.8%

Do you think you have ever lost control over the content or practices performed through a cybersex session? 83.1% 9.1% 6.4% 1.4%
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loading factors higher than 0.40 are also acceptable if the 
AVE of the construct is higher than 0.50 (Hair et al., 2014). 
For this reason, the results suggesting internal consistency 
criteria. Furthermore, internal consistency ideally requires 
CR values above 0.70 (Hair et al., 2014). In this case, the 
results satisfy such criteria.

Finally, convergent validity requires an AVE for each con‑
struct greater than 0.50 (Hair et al., 2011). In this study, all 
the results satisfy this criterion. Table 2 shows the psycho‑
metric properties of the measurement model.

Subsequently, the Fornell-Larcker criterion (1981) and 
the Heterotrait-Monotrait Correlation Ratio Test (HTMT) 
criterion (Henseler et al., 2015) were used to assess discri‑
minant validity (Table 3). Fornell and Larcker’s criterion 
stated that squared AVE values should be higher than inter‑
correlation values (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Furthermore, 
HTMT criteria confirmed that all HTMT values are below 
the threshold of 0.90 (Hair et al., 2019) concluding the dis‑
criminant validity of the constructs. Finally, we tested the 

model for common bias method (Podsakoff et al., 2003) by 
adopting the full collinearity approach (Kock, 2015); the 
results shows that the highest internal VIF was 1.65, below 
the suggested limit of 5 and therefore, the proposed model 
is valid.

Table 2   Psychometric properties of the measurement model

Variable Item Description Loading factor α-Cronbach CR AVE

Behavioral (BE) BE1 Have you accessed adult content applications such as: forums, stories, 
webpages...?

0.747 0.829 0.879 0.594

BE2 Have you maintained contacts through chat, Messenger, or similar writing 
programs for the purpose of sexual satisfaction (joint stories, written 
conversations...)?

0.864

BE3 Have you maintained contacts through calls (telephone, micro...) for the 
purpose of sexual satisfaction (cybersex through verbal contact)?

0.771

BE4 Have you had contacts via video call (Skype or similar) for the purpose of 
sexual gratification (cybersex via cam)?

0.810

BE5 Have you made face-to-face sex appointments over the Internet? 0.646
Emotional (EM) EM1 Have you ever felt uncomfortable in situations or communicative 

exchanges for sexual purposes online?
0.613 0.806 0.847 0.528

EM2 Have you ever been afraid of situations or people or with whom you have 
interacted through the internet for sexual purposes?

0.673

EM3 Have you ever felt guilt or shame after a cybersex session because of 
the behaviors you engaged in: showing off, type of sexual practices 
observed...?

0.773

EM4 Do you think you have ever lost control over the frequency of access to 
internet tools you use for sexual purposes: chat, web...?

0.797

EM5 Do you think you have ever lost control over the content or practices 
performed through a cybersex session?

0.761

Tolerance (TO) TO1 Have you learned about new types of sexual behaviors or practices after 
accessing different internet channels (web, chat, forums...)?

0.834 0.888 0.916 0.687

TO2 Have you discovered sexual practices of your liking that you did not know 
before connecting to Internet communication channels?

0.853

TO3 Has the subject matter and types of sexual practices you deal with on the 
Internet changed compared to your sexual tastes prior to connecting to 
these channels?

0.840

TO4 Do you perceive the type of sexual practices you frequent on the Internet 
as more “extreme” or intense than those you previously practiced?

0.762

TO5 Have your sexual practices on the Internet led you to try to get to know 
more different types of sexual practices?

0.850

Table 3   Correlation matrix 
Fornell-Larcker and HTMT

Fornell-Larcker: the diagonal 
elements (in bold) indicate the 
square root of the shared vari‑
ance between the constructs 
and their measures (mean vari‑
ance extracted), below is the 
correlation between constructs. 
The HTMT ratios are above the 
diagonal

BE EM TO

BE 0.771 0.525 0.681
EM 0.445 0.727 0.557
TO 0.604 0.483 0.829
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Structural model

The hypotheses proposed in this paper were evaluated by 
means of Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Model‑
ling (PLS-SEM). This method was chosen mainly due its 
ability to estimate complex models with many variables, 
indicators, and structural paths, without imposing distribu‑
tional assumptions on the data (Prentice et al., 2023). In 
this way, to examine the quality of the structural model, 
we assessed the coefficient of determinants (R2), the pre‑
dictive relevance (Q2) and the magnitude and significance 
of the path coefficients (Sciarelli et al., 2022). In this case, 
R2 value for the dependent variable exceeded the values 
of 0.26 suggested by Cohen (1988), indicating a reliable 
predictive power of the model. In addition, Q2 value of the 
predictive significance is greater than 0, indicating that the 
structural model has a satisfactory predictive significance 
for the dependent variables (Sciarelli et al., 2022). For this 
purpose, we use bootstrap procedure with 10,000 resamples 
was used to assess the significance of the path coefficients 
(Hair et al., 2019). Table 4 shows the main results of the 
structural model.

The above results confirm that the hypotheses put for‑
ward are statistically significant. Specifically, hypothesis H1, 
according to which frequency in sexual behavior influences 
the occurrence of tolerance, generated as a consequence of 
repeated and problematic practice of cybersex activities, 
can be confirmed (β = 0.479; p < 0.01). Thus, a greater fre‑
quency in the practice of cybersex activities seems to lead to 
a greater tolerance effect, which implies a greater discovery 
of sexual practices and a search for them, these being defined 
by a more extreme character.

Furthermore, hypothesis H2, which proposes that the 
frequency of experiencing negative emotions influences the 

appearance of tolerance, generated as a consequence of the 
repeated and problematic practice of cybersex activities, is 
confirmed (β = 0.270; p < 0.01). In this case, there is a para‑
doxical effect that experiencing negative emotions facilitates 
the process of tolerance, increasing the frequency and inten‑
sity of cybersex behaviors.

Finally, we cannot ignore the fact that, as expected, con‑
trol variables such as sex, age and sexual orientation influ‑
ence the factors analyzed. As can be seen, both sex and age 
condition the type of behaviors performed and the emotions 
perceived, but not the phenomenon of tolerance, while sex‑
ual orientation conditions the behaviors performed and the 
phenomenon of tolerance, although it does not seem to be 
relevant for considering the emotions generated.

Discussion and conclusions

This fact can be easily understood in a social context such 
as the current one, where information and communication 
technologies have been integrated into many areas, leading 
to a considerable increase in the number of communication 
channels that facilitate the performance of various behaviors.

The results obtained in the present study show the exist‑
ence of this practice to different degrees and reveal how 
it affects the emotional state of the subject. But they also 
seem to conclude the existence of a phenomenon of gradual 
increase, defined by a greater frequency in the practices per‑
formed and by the discovery and performance of new cyber‑
sex practices with an increasingly intense content, which 
derives both from the compulsive use of the initial practices 
and from the presence of negative emotions associated with 
these behaviors.

The first effect that has been observed, which is quite log‑
ical in nature, highlights how engaging in cybersex practices 
can generate a gradual effect that progresses to a compul‑
sive behavior pattern, determined firstly by the increase in 
the behaviors themselves and, secondly, by the variation in 
the behaviors themselves. These results are consistent with 
those obtained by LeBlanc and Trottier (2022), who found 
that both men and women with problematic pornography 
consumption patterns had higher scores on aspects such as 
frequency, but also on variables related to motives for use 
(emotional avoidance, sexual curiosity and sexual pleasure). 
This same pattern of increase was also found by Kingston 
et al. (2008), who demonstrated how the frequency of access 
and the type of pornography consumed was a risk factor 
that could even predict recidivism in a sample of subjects 
convicted of child sexual abuse.

The second effect may be more interesting, as it presents 
the paradoxical effect of a subject performing a behavior that 
seems to be generating negative emotions with increasing 
frequency and intensity. However, two aspects should be 

Table 4   Results structural model (bootstrap procedure)

n.s.: not significant; ***p < 0.01

Sample Mean T Statistics

Control variables
  Age ➔ Behavioral 0.297 5.844***
  Age ➔ Emotional 0.223 3.695***
  Age ➔ Tolerance −0.164 0.383n.s.
  Sex ➔ Behavioral −0.379 8.917***
  Sex ➔ Emotional −0.164 3.034***
  Sex ➔ Tolerance 0.005 0.122n.s.
  Sexual Orientation ➔ Behavioral 0.175 3.648***
  Sexual Orientation ➔ Emotional 0.083 1.457n.s.
  Sexual Orientation ➔ Tolerance 0.088 2.040***

Direct effects
  Behavioral ➔ Tolerance 0.479 9.580***
  Emotional ➔ Tolerance 0.270 5.138***
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considered at this point. First, the relationship of pre-existing 
negative emotions with compulsive behavior, since it is not 
only a question of analyzing whether people who show a 
pattern of abuse of cybersex practices suffer more negative 
emotions than people who do not, but also of knowing what 
drives them to do so. In this sense, it may be interesting to 
mention the study by Wehden et al. (2021), which deter‑
mined the existence of correlations between levels of depres‑
sion, anxiety and loneliness and problematic use of sexually 
explicit content on the Internet, although it would be neces‑
sary to deepen the meaning of these relationships. Also the 
study by Castro et al. (2018) is along the same lines, finding 
that aspects such as social anxiety could predict pathological 
internet use in relation to cybersex behaviors. In the same 
line, Odlaug et al. (2013) found that university students who 
manifested compulsive sexual behavior had more anxiety 
disorders and higher levels of stress than those who did not 
show compulsive behavior.

On the other hand, we tried to verify if the increase of 
negative emotions suffered by the subjects themselves dur‑
ing the practice of cybersex sessions is related to the increase 
of the tolerance effect. The results obtained seem to indicate 
that this is the case, which could be explained by a maladap‑
tive psychological process that originates when trying to 
reduce the negative emotions, both previous and superven‑
ing, as a result of the continuous practice. Thus, the subject 
enters a cycle in which the behavior that attempts to reduce 
the discomfort worsens the situation, because although it 
temporarily alleviates the existing discomfort, it generates 
new negative emotions that increase it once the gratifying 
effect disappears, which aggravates the situation and perpet‑
uates its practice. In this regard, Kohut and Stulhofer (2018) 
demonstrated that negative mental states could precede the 
use of pornography, which in this case would be used with 
the aim of obtaining rewarding effects to compensate for 
them. This is also consistent with the findings obtained 
by Hegbe et al. (2021), who found significant differences 
between subjects with and without sexual addiction in vari‑
ous factors of emotional dysregulation. In fact, the factor 
of non-acceptance of emotional response, especially with 
regard to negative affect, had a predictive value for sexual 
addiction. Sexual addiction could, therefore, be considered 
as an inappropriate strategy adopted by subjects to cope 
with their difficulty or inability to accept their emotional 
response, especially while experiencing negative affect.

The most relevant findings of the present study are along 
these lines, which show how emotions and, more specifi‑
cally, emotional regulation skills are of central importance 
in the psychological process underlying cybersex practices. 
This contributes not only to explaining the complex psycho‑
logical phenomena that are set in motion in the processes 
of compulsion or addiction, but also allows the design of 
clinical and educational intervention strategies that may be 

of interest to slow down the progression towards problematic 
behavior. All this, however, does not preclude considering 
other input variables such as: craving for pornography, dif‑
ficulties in establishing intimate bonds, motives for use or 
sexual desire (Brahim et al., 2019; Weinstein et al., 2015); 
which can also function as risk factors or input variables, 
although they were not considered in the present research.

Sexual orientation was considered as a relevant input var‑
iable, which seems to affect the frequency of the behaviors 
performed and the tolerance effect itself. These findings are 
consistent with those of Mathy (2007), who anticipated that 
sexual orientation might play an important moderating role 
on behaviors, and Scandurra et al. (2022), who observed 
that non-heterosexuality increased participation in solitary 
online sexual activity for arousal, but not with a partner. 
Therefore, it seems likely that such an increase in frequency 
may promote the tolerance effect to some extent. However, 
it would be interesting to analyze why in this case it does 
not seem to be related to an increase in the generation of 
negative emotions.

In this way, and regarding the theoretical implications of 
the study, the present research contributes to scientific pro‑
gress by analyzing the role of emotions and confirming the 
existing association between these and problematic behaviors 
in practicing cybersex. However, these results, in line with 
those of other similar studies showing an association between 
engaging in online sexual activities and problematic aspects 
or functional impairment (Wéry & Billieux, 2015), can be 
presented as indications of a possible explanation, but not 
determined as causal, as there is no consensus in the literature 
regarding the causal explanation, the conceptualization and 
labeling of the disorder, or its diagnosis and assessment.

In terms of practical implications, relevant information is 
provided both for the prevention of the problem and for the 
detection and psychological intervention of cybersex abuse 
problems. Thus, the focus is placed on the practices and, 
especially, on the emotional regulation processes existing 
before and during cybersex practices, on the basis that a 
correct emotional regulation could minimize the problem‑
atic aspect by reducing the behavior and slowing down the 
mechanism that leads towards an evolution of progressive 
increase (Wéry et al., 2018).

The contextual implications stem from the previous 
ones. Thus, in the first place, the results have a certain 
relevance that involves educational environments. If we 
take into account the increasingly early nature of access 
to on-line sexual content and practices, schools cannot 
be abstracted from this phenomenon, being necessary 
for them to know the problematic signs and, even, that 
through information and emotional regulation programs, 
they can carry out interventions that prevent the pro‑
gression to problematic patterns of use (Cashwell et al., 
2017). Second, they may also have relevance in the clinical 
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context. Thus, the fundamental role of emotions in this 
type of practice should be taken into account when plan‑
ning therapy, since emotional regulation strategies will 
increase the effectiveness of psychological treatments, 
as new generation therapeutic approaches (Hegbe et al., 
2021) that consider this aspect have shown.

Finally, some limitations of the study should be mentioned, 
the most important ones being those derived from the small, 
localized and specific nature of the sample. In this sense, it 
would be interesting to broaden it by creating different groups 
according to their non-problematic and problematic use, which 
would allow much more precise comparisons with a higher 
degree of validity. In addition, it should be noted that this is not 
an experimental study, so the causal and explanatory relation‑
ship of the phenomenon cannot be established, although it may 
provide certain indications in that direction.

In terms of future research lines, it would be desirable to 
continue the analytical study of the various psychological 
processes, both behavioral and emotional, that are involved 
in cybersex practices. This is particularly interesting from 
a clinical point of view, since it would allow us to ana‑
lyze them in relation to the various psychophysiological 
responses that the subject develops in this type of situation.

On the other hand, it could be interesting to analyze 
these differences considering variables such as gender, 
age or sexual orientation (Scandurra et al., 2022), but also 
other related variables such as moral and religious beliefs, 
socioeconomic context or personal values. In this sense, 
and beyond confirming their existence, it is particularly 
important to try to explain the reason for the differences 
obtained according to belonging to different groups.

Among these new variables, it would be relevant to high‑
light the type of relationship the subject has (if he or she 
is in one): single, with an exclusive partner, with an open 
partner, with several partners... Not surprisingly, the stud‑
ies by Wéry and Billieux (2016) already found that there 
could be a problematic use of these channels, which would 
be greater among people without a partner than among peo‑
ple who consensually engage in these practices with their 
sexual partners, which could reveal differentiated psycho‑
logical mechanisms depending on aspects such as motivation 
or expectations of use.
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