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Abstract
Introduction Unwanted exposure (UE) to sexual content may have important consequences on children/adolescents’ 
psychosexual development. Our objective was to analyze UE to online pornography, parental filter use, type of sexual 
contents seen, emotional/behavioral reactions, and UE as positive/traumatic experience in Spanish adolescents and to 
examine these experiences and reactions depending on the type of sexual content.
Methods In 2020, 500 Spanish teenagers (13–18 years) completed an ad hoc questionnaire for the evaluation of different 
dimensions involved in UE to sexual contents, such as those mentioned in the study objectives.
Results A high frequency of UE (88.2%) is observed. Regarding the kind of scenes, naked people, straight porn, and 
people showing genitals are the most unexpectedly seen. Adolescents used to react to the UE closing the window and 
deleting sexual materials. A greater predominance of negative emotions was revealed, and another noteworthy result is 
related to the role played by type of sexual content and gender. Gay scenes and being woman increased the probability 
of living the experience as non-positive, and being woman and viewing naked people/BDSM scenes/under-age sex were 
associated with reactions of rejection.
Conclusions This study contributes significantly to the knowledge of UE to online pornography in adolescents. It provides 
valuable information about the role played by the type of sexual content seen and the gender in the diverse reactions/experi-
ences derived from the UE to pornography.
Policy Implications This topic, that is, involuntary exposure to online sexual material in adolescents, should be included 
in affective-sexual education and prevention programs at early ages, so that children/adolescents are already trained 
in healthy sexuality when facing this type of content for the first time. These programs, adjusted to the reality of our 
adolescents, will minimize the negative impact that UE may have on their psychosexual development.
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Introduction

Use of the Internet

Use of the Internet has become increasingly significant not 
only in adults but also in children and adolescents’ lives. 
The rates are even higher among this latter group. Recent 
data revealed that 91% of children aged 5–10 years use the 
Internet, and this percentage increases to 93–98% at the 
age of 10–16 years (Childwise, 2017; Instituto Nacional 
de Estadística (INE), 2020). Likewise, the time spent 
by males on the Internet is higher than that reported by 
females (Ballester-Arnal et al., 2017a). There is no doubt 
about the central role played by new information and com-
munication technologies (ICT) in people’s lives and how 
the Internet has turned into a core and essential tool chang-
ing the way people communicate and exchange informa-
tion and offering diverse advantages (Best et al., 2014; 
Brown & Bobkowski, 2011; Mifsud, 2009). Adolescents 
are one of the greatest beneficiaries of an appropriate use 
of ICT and the Internet, which have been incorporated as 
natural/habitual means of communication, entertaining as 
well as learning opportunities (Mitchell et al., 2007). How-
ever, not only a wealth of opportunities and benefits is pro-
vided by the Internet but also some potential dangers, mak-
ing adolescents particularly vulnerable on account on their 
generalized use of the Internet (9.5 out of 10 adolescents 
use the Internet) (Madigan et al., 2018) along with the 
growing time spent in the virtual digital world (DeMarco 
et al., 2017). Among the potential risks associated with 
Internet use (e.g., meeting dangerous people online, fall-
ing victim to harassment and bullying) (Best et al., 2014; 
Finkelhor et al., 2000; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004), the ease 
with which they can seek out pornographic material at an 
early age (Ballester-Arnal et al., 2016, 2021, 2023) and the 
unwanted exposure (UE) to online sexually explicit mate-
rial are also included (Ey & Cupit, 2011; Hornor, 2020; 
Kloess et al., 2014; Livingstone et al., 2011).

Unwanted Exposure to Sexual Material

UE to sexual material can be defined as “without seek-
ing or expecting sexual material, being exposed to pic-
tures of naked people or people having sex when doing 
online searches, surfing the Web, and opening e-mail or 
e-mail links” (Mitchell et al., 2003, p. 337). Moreover, 
the UE may also take place through the interaction with 
other Internet users considering that there has not been 
a previous choice on that exposure; that is, the person 
has not chosen to be exposed to sexual content (Bryant, 
2009). Thus, as a whole, the term UE could refer to all 
those situations in which people receive unwanted sexual 

solicitations, are harassed online, or exposed to sexual 
content inadvertently (Wolak et al., 2007).

In this regard, it is worth mentioning that the worry about 
this phenomenon and the possible harms (immediate or short 
term perceived) derived from being exposed to online por-
nography have become widespread, above all taking into 
account that UE may have a greater impact on adolescents 
than wanted exposure has (Wolak et al., 2007). Although 
this is a controversial issue that needs further evidence on 
the possible beneficial or harmful effects of cybersex, the 
concern increases according to recent data on the number of 
youths who are exposed to online pornography that they did 
not wish to see. These numbers range between 23 and 80% 
(Ballester-Arnal et al., 2016; Bernstein et al., 2022; Flood 
& Hamilton, 2003; Hardy et al., 2013; Mitchell et al., 2003, 
2007) showing a prevalent phenomenon and being the ado-
lescents aged 15–17 years the most involuntarily exposed.

It has not been easy to determine the general trend in UE 
data so far, and even some studies carried out on this topic 
offer contradictory results. On the one hand, an upward trend 
over time seems to be found by some authors (Mitchell et al., 
2007; Wolak et al., 2007), whereas other studies show a 
decline in UE to sexual material (Jones et al., 2012; Mitchell 
et al., 2014). Considering this information, there seems to be 
some variability between contexts, and the different content 
control policies on the Internet in different countries could 
play a relevant role. Despite these contradictions, there is no 
doubt that many adolescents are unexpectedly exposed to 
online pornography every year (Collins et al., 2017; Wolak 
et al., 2006). These data are especially relevant when con-
sidering that UE may be a negative experience for adoles-
cents (Ševčíková et al., 2015) and even have negative effects 
on their psychosexual development (Peter & Valkenburg, 
2008), because of an insufficient developmental readiness 
and/or a lack of cognitive capacity and intrapsychic or cul-
tural scripts to properly understand the global situation they 
have seen unexpectedly (Collins et al., 2017; Finkelhor et al., 
2000; Ševčíková et al., 2015; Wolak et al., 2007). In addi-
tion to this, it is also necessary to consider another relevant 
concept in this context, such as risk attenuation, understood 
as “the adolescent’s inability to use critical thinking and 
decision-making skills to discern more risky from less risky 
behavior” (Delmonico & Griffin, 2008; pp. 435). Some ado-
lescents lack the ability to decipher risk needed to discern 
online interactions as well as contents in a safe and healthy 
way, and this deficiency in deciphering risk raises great con-
cerns in light of the potential dangers (Paat & Markham, 
2021). All of these, without forgetting the importance of the 
sexual content seen as well, which is most often unrealistic 
and biased (Maes & Vandenbosch, 2022), and therefore may 
have detrimental implications for some adolescent’s sexual 
attitudes and behaviors although more knowledge about the 
processes that underlie the relation between pornography use 
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and sexual attitudes and behaviors, such as sexual aggres-
sion, are necessary (Peter & Valkenburg, 2016).

Possible Effects Derived from Exposure to Online 
Sexual Material

Some authors list among the effects derived from the expo-
sure to online sexual content in the media, changes in the 
sexual attitudes and behaviors (Harris & Christina, 2002), 
which could be explained within the framework of Bandura’s 
social cognitive theory. Much social learning takes place, 
intentionally but also unintentionally, through models in the 
immediate environment (Bandura, 2002, 2009). Therefore, 
this learning of human values, attitudes, behaviors, etcetera, 
could be extended to what is seen on the Internet, since it is 
not unreasonable to consider it as an immediate environment.

The cited framework may explain some of the conse-
quences that the viewing of online pornography, in this 
case accidental, may have on adolescents. The scientific lit-
erature reviewed indicates that in the long term, and espe-
cially among children, UE could encourage sexual values 
and beliefs related, for example, to a greater acceptance of 
casual sex and perceptions that sex is more frequent or prev-
alent (Ward, 2016), objectification of sexual partners (Rissel 
et al., 2017), violent sexual behaviors (Foubert et al., 2019), 
unhealthy attitudes about sexual consent (Rothman et al., 
2020), sexual concerns, sexual promiscuity, excessively 
early age of onset in sexual relations, intense emotional reac-
tions, poor self-concept, and even in the short term, feelings 
of disgust, repulsion, shame, and shock (Aisbett, 2001).

However, this is a controversial issue since the negative 
effects are debatable, short term, or unknown in extent, and 
more studies on the possible beneficial or harmful effects 
of cybersex are necessary, given the number of adolescents 
inadvertently exposed to online pornography. This study will 
try to expand on the previous findings by examining current 
data about UE to online pornography at early ages in Spain, 
given the important knowledge gap about this in our con-
text. Although a recent study conducted in Spain (Ballester-
Arnal et al., 2023) indicates that 97.3% of adolescents (under 
18 years old) report having consumed pornography, there are 
no studies that focus on involuntary exposure at these ages. 
We have only found one study in the reviewed literature 
but carried out with adults (González-Ortega & Orgaz-Baz, 
2013), with the consequent risk of memory biases. Further-
more, this research has the following specific objectives: it 
will explore not only (1) the prevalence of exposure, (2) the 
type of sexual content seen, and the (3) emotional/behav-
ioral reactions, but also and for the first time, other related 
and relevant variables such as (4) parental filter use, (5) UE 
as positive or traumatic experience, and at a more in-depth 
level of analysis will examine (6) emotional and behavioral 
reactions depending on the type of sexual content.

Our hypothesis are the following: (1) a high percentage of 
teenagers will have the experience of unwanted online expo-
sure to pornographic contents (UE); (2) the most viewed 
types of online sex scenes will be naked people, genitals, and 
erotic/sexual manga; (3) the most frequent reactions after 
UE will be closing the web page and deleting the Internet 
history as well as more negative emotions will be observed; 
(4) a poor parental control is expected; (5) UE will not be 
a clearly traumatic experience; and (6) different emotional 
and behavioral reactions will be found depending on the type 
of sexual content.

Method

Participants

The final sample was made up of 500 teenagers, 256 men 
(51.2%), and 244 women (48.8%), with an age range of 
13–18 years ( X = 15.05; SD = 1.05). According to their 
sexual orientation, 96.8% identified themselves as hetero-
sexual; 2.7% as homosexual; and only 0.5% as bisexual. Our 
participants were studying in four different high schools in 
the Spanish Mediterranean coast. The 38.7% were in the 
third, 32.3% in fourth, only 5% in fifth grade, and 24% were 
attending a vocational training course. The 89.6% were from 
Spain, and the rest were immigrants (7.2% were from Roma-
nia and 3.2% from 8 different countries, representing each 
one less than 1%).

Measures

An ad hoc questionnaire was designed to explore the UE to 
sexually explicit material. This questionnaire was composed 
of 12 items, using multiple response formats (Likert, yes/no, 
multiple choice, etcetera), which allowed to explore differ-
ent factors for the UE. In this research the items used were:

1. Age of the first UE.
2. Parental control: “Do your parents use any type of Inter-

net content control software to protect you from this type 
of situation?” (Yes/no).

3. UE frequency: “How many times have you involuntarily 
encountered sexual material on the Internet?” (Never–
many times).

4. Type of scenes observed: naked people; straight porn; 
people showing their genitals; same-sex sexual scenes; 
erotic or sexual manga; sexual scenes with two or more 
people; sexual practices involving bondage, discipline, 
sadism, masochism scenes (BDSM); violent acts; sex 
with under-age (adolescents/children); scat and piss 
porn; sexual scenes between people and animals (Mul-
tiple choice).
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5. The way to unintentionally access sexual material 
online: while surfing the Internet or another person 
(known or unknown) presented this content to the ado-
lescent (Multiple choice).

6. Behavioral reactions to the UE: “How did you react when 
you encountered such material?” Reactions such as rejec-
tions or being interested in this material have been reg-
istered (e.g., closing immediately the web page, deleting 
the Internet history, notifying an adult about what have 
happened, resending those scenes to a friend or peers, 
keeping seeing porn scenes when they appeared, or hav-
ing a quick look at them) (Multiple choice).

7. Emotional reactions to the UE: “During such exposure to 
sexual material, what did you feel?” It has been included 
the possibility of describing the experience in a negative 
or positive way (e.g., shame, shock, confusion, disgust, 
concern, interest, excitation, surprise, anger, fear, guilt, 
or sadness) (Multiple choice).

8. Traumatic experience: “Has been the experience trau-
matic for you?” (Yes/no). With this item, it is intended 
to find out whether the global experience is evaluated 
as traumatic.

9. Pleasure experience: “Has this experience brought you 
something positive and as a consequence your sex life 
is better?” (Yes/no).

Procedure

This study was carried out in accordance with the Decla-
ration of Helsinki and was approved by the Institutional 
Review Board of the University from which the research was 
conducted. The questionnaire was administered in the class-
room in pencil format. A psychologist, who was a member 
of our research group, assured the individual performance 
of the survey and resolved any possible doubt. Participants 
were assured at all times that their answers were voluntary 
and anonymous, thereby guaranteeing their privacy.

Statistical Analysis

Analyses were performed with 26 SPSS software. First, 
descriptive and frequency analyses about sociodemographic 
were done to explore characteristics of the sample. We also 
analyzed the type of images and videos observed and the 
behaviors caused by those visualizations. Finally, multino-
mial binary logistic regressions were done using positive/
traumatic experiences and the behavioral and emotional 
reactions as dependent variable (DV) and the different types 
of images/videos and age and gender as independent variable 
(IV). Those analyses were performed with the intention of 
discovering the role of each IV in the regression models. 
For the regression analysis, backward elimination (Wald) 
was chosen. Nagelkerke coefficient of determination was 

selected as proportion of variance explained. For all analy-
sis, the significance level used was α = 0.05.

Results

Unexpected Exposure Frequency and Ways of Access

The 88.2% of the participants referred to have unwittingly 
seen some sexual videos or images. The mean of the first 
unwanted exposure was 12.06 years (SD = 1.80). Analyzing 
the last year, 50% of the participants had unexpectedly seen 
some pornographic material at least three times. Regarding 
the frequency in which X-rated material has been involuntar-
ily appeared in teenager’s computers/mobile phones, 70% 
admitted to have seen this type of videos, and more than 
20% have seen it very often, which is an indicator of the high 
amount of pornographic material that can be accidentally 
visualized on the Internet. Only 11.8% referred that they 
have never seen that kind of materials on their computers.

Those high frequencies are not out of the ordinary, taking 
into account that the 85.9% of the families with children did 
not use a parental control system against pornography, which 
is an open door for porn publicity or spam advertising.

From those adolescents who have been unwittingly 
exposed to sexual material online, most of them have 
accessed this material while surfing the Internet: 60.3% 
thought it was another type of web page; 44.7% uninten-
tionally clicked on a pop-up or advertisement; and 29.6% 
mistyped a web page address and accessed sexual material. 
At about one third of the exposed participants have received 
e-mails with sexual material (31.3%) or a link to a web page 
with sexual material (29.3%) from a person they know. To 
a lesser extent (14.6%), they have received e-mails or links 
from an unknown person. It should be noted that in mod-
erate but not negligible percentages, adolescents have also 
received sexual requests through the Internet from both 
known (17.2%) and unknown (18.7%) people.

Frequency of the Different Kinds of Scenes Observed

In relation to the frequency of the images evaluated in this 
research, more than 60% of the sample have seen naked peo-
ple, between 45 and 50% affirmed that they have watched 
straight porn and genitals on the screen, and finally, more 
than 38% visualized erotic/sexual manga. Although less fre-
quently, sexual scenes with two or more people (e.g., three-
somes or orgies) are common enough (more than 20% of 
our sample have seen it). Similarly, sexual practices involv-
ing bondage, discipline, sadism, masochism, etc. scenes 
(BDSM) have been visualized by around 15% on the sample. 
Furthermore, other kinds of scenes, as violent acts, sex with 
under-age, and scat and piss porn, were not as frequent as 



Sexuality Research and Social Policy 

1 3

the others scenes, even though they have been watched by 
the 5% of the sample.

Behavioral Reactions Frequencies

Regarding the behavioral reactions when the scenes 
described in the last paragraph were seen, more than a half 
of the sample closed immediately the web page, while 36.3% 
even deleted the Internet history, in order to erase all por-
nographic marks in the computer/mobile phone. Behaviors 
as notifying an adult about what have happened or resend-
ing those scenes to a friend/peer were less common in our 
sample (3%). Nonetheless, 14% of the adolescents have kept 
seeing porn scenes when they appeared, and 24% have also 
seen those images, although briefly.

Emotional Reaction Frequencies

Regarding the participants’ emotional reactions after seeing 
X-rated material, it should be noted that reactions as shame, 
shock, and confusion were all of them experimented by 
around 20% of the sample, indicating how unexpected were 
those scenes for teenagers. Likewise, cataloging the displayed 
scenes as disgusting (35%) or concerning (11.5%) was not 
uncommon in our sample. However, reactions such as experi-
menting interest or excitation were shown by more than 17% 
of participants. Similarly, it is remarkable the surprise reaction 
experienced by almost half of the participants that have seen 
porn scenes. Finally, reactions as anger, fear, guilt, or sadness 
were experienced by less than 8% of the teenagers.

Unexpected Exposure and Experienced Consequences

If we look at the percentage of participants who have invol-
untarily seen pornographic material, the 94.8% do not con-
sider to have lived that experience as traumatic. That is to 

say, just the 5.2% of our sample has lived that moment such 
as traumatic.

Likewise, 26% of the participants who have involuntarily 
seen porn admitted that, as a consequence of this visualiza-
tion, their sexual life is currently better.

Perceived Experiences Depending on the Type 
of Visualized Scenes

Different binary logistic regression models were carried 
out to know what kind of sexual scenes had positive conse-
quences or, conversely, had a negative effect on the partici-
pants (Table 1). For the positive experience model, Hosmer 
and Lemeshow statistic shows that it has a good overall fit 
(χ2 = 11.671, 8 df, p = 0.167), being a statistically significant 
model (χ2 = 68.635, 6 df, p < 0.001).

The traumatic experience model is also signifi-
cant (χ2 = 7.689, 2 df, p = 0.021), with a good overall fit 
(χ2 = 0.218, 1 df, p = 0.641).

We will carefully explain how to interpret these two mod-
els, with the intention that readers could do the same with 
the other models shown below.

For positive experiences, except sex with teenagers, all 
variables are significant. Genitals variable has the lower OR, 
which means that the adolescents who involuntarily visual-
ized genitals have a OR 2.302 times more likely to live that 
moment as a positive experience, in comparison with teen-
agers who have not seen that scenes. In other words, these 
people have a 69.71% (2.302/(2.302 + 1)) more probabil-
ity of living that moment as a positive time, as long as the 
other variables of the model are not taken into account. On 
the other hand, gay porn and gender have a negative coef-
ficient, so the OR will be reinterpreted. The interpretation 
of these variables is as follows: teenagers who have involun-
tarily observed gay scenes have a OR 2.667 times lower of 
living positively that scene; or they have a 72.73% (2.667/

Table 1  Experiences perceived 
according to the sexual scenes 
observed

DV dependent variable, IV independent variable, r2 Nagelkerke, TE traumatic experience, PE positive 
experience

r2 IV β SE Wald df p OR 95% CI OR

DV IL UL

PE .311 Genitals .834 .321 6.755 1 .009 2.302 1.228 4.318
Gay −.981 .441 4.958 1 .026 2.667 1.123 6.322
Orgy .857 .358 5.724 1 .017 2.355 1.168 4.751
Zoophilia 1.183 .469 6.364 1 .012 3.263 1.302 8.178
Teenagers .915 .469 3.810 1 .051 2.497 .996 6.259
Gender −2.027 .350 33.491 1 <.001 7.576 3.788 15.037
Constant −.995 .264 14.223 1 <.001 31.796

TE .069 Genitals −.921 .515 3.200 1 .074 2.512 .936 7.053
Zoophilia 1.508 .590 6.544 1 .011 4.518 1.423 14.346
Constant −2.466 .320 59.583 1 <.001 11.765
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(1 + 2.667)) less probability of living that moment positively, 
if the other variables are constant to zero. Furthermore, if 
people who visualize gay images or videos are women, there 
is a 95.28% ((2.667 × 7.576)/(2.667 × 7.576 + 1)) of prob-
ability of living that moment as non-positive. In OR, this 
would be a 20.21 (2.667 × 7.576) times less likely to live 
that moment as a positive experience, if the other variables 
are not taken into account.

In the second model, and in relation to traumatic experi-
ences, only zoophilia is a significant variable. If we want to 
interpret entirely this second model, the following logistic 
regression equation should be used, taking into account all 
model variables.

(1)

f (Y) = p (Y) =
1

1 + e−y
=

1

1 + e−(�o+�1∗X1+�2∗X2+...+�k∗Xk)

In this equation, we have to introduce all variables in order 
to avoid forecasting errors. Therefore, the equation for a boy 
who visualizes a zoophilia scene and, furthermore, with 
human genitals included in that scene, would be as follows:

Thus, the probability of that adolescent to live traumati-
cally that scene is around 13.3%.

Behavioral Reactions Depending on the Observed 
Scenes

It was also interesting to know what behavioral reaction each 
sexual scene raised. For that purpose, logistic regression 
models were carried out (Table 2). All models presented 

(2)p (TE) =
1

1 + ex
=

1

1 + e−(−2.466+(1.508∗1)+(−0.921∗1))
=

1

1 + e1.879
= 0.133

Table 2  Behavioral reactions 
depending on the sexual scenes 
observed

DV dependent variable, r2 Nagelkerke, IV independent variable, QL quick look, LO look at, CW close win-
dow, DH delete history, NA notify adults, RS resend

DV r2 IV β SE Wald df p OR 95% CI OR

IL UL

QL .227 Genitals .857 .269 10.113 1 .001 2.356 1.389 3.996
Straight porn .614 .282 4.735 1 .030 1.848 1.063 3.213
Gay porn .779 .325 5.727 1 .017 2.179 1.151 4.123
Piss/scat porn −1.201 .611 3.859 1 .049 3.322 1.004 11.003
Teenagers .702 .377 3.461 1 .063 2.018 .963 4.228
Gender −1.048 .269 15.222 1 < .001 2.849 1.680 4.821
Age .326 .132 6.112 1 .013 1.385 1.070 1.793
Constant −6.574 2.022 10.573 1 .001 500

LO .345 Straight porn 1.446 .387 13.999 1 < .001 4.247 1.991 9.060
Zoophilia 1.165 .479 5.909 1 .015 3.205 1.253 8.199
Under-age 1.288 .772 2.785 1 .095 3.624 .799 16.442
Gender −2.689 .547 24.168 1 < .001 14.706 4.974 43.037
Constant −2.284 .356 41.139 1 < .001 9.804

CW .273 Naked people .963 .235 16.800 1 < .001 2.619 1.653 4.149
Genitals .479 .239 16.800 1 .037 1.644 1.030 2.625
Gay porn −.686 .305 5.049 1 .025 1.984 1.090 3.606
BDSM −.650 .312 4.345 1 .037 1.916 1.042 3.531
Gender 1.439 .221 42.522 1 < .001 4.218 2.737 6.502
Constant −.902 .215 17.667 1 < .001 2.463

DH .060 Naked people .611 .217 7.921 1 .005 1.842 1.204 2.818
Zoophilia 1.178 .381 9.566 1 .002 3.248 1.540 6.825
Constant −1.035 .178 33.820 1 < .001 2.817

NA .223 Zoophilia 2.127 .670 10.071 1 .002 8.391 2.256 31.217
Under-age 1.915 .912 4.410 1 .036 6.790 1.136 40.575
Age −.859 .374 5.290 1 .021 2.364 1.140 4.923
Constant 8.470 5.343 2.514 1 .113 4770.66

RS .186 Orgy 1.767 .593 8.889 1 .003 5.855 1.832 18.713
Zoophilia 2.149 .680 9.998 1 .002 8.579 2.264 32.511
Constant −4.267 .465 84.226 1 < .001 71.428
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here have a good overall fit (p > 0.05), being all of them 
statistically significant (p < 0.05).

In the first model, quick look (QL), all variables except 
teenagers are significant. The biggest positive OR is for geni-
tals’ variable, which means that teenagers who had visualized 
those images or videos have a 2.356 times more likely to a 
quick look, if the constant and other variables in the model 
are not taken into account. Conversely, gender has a nega-
tive coefficient, which means that women have a 62.68% less 
probability of having a quick look, in comparison with men.

For the look at (LO) model, women have the bigger OR, 
so they have a 93.6% less probability than men of looking at 
straight porn, zoophilia images, or under-age sex. On the other 
hand, zoophilia has the smaller OR, given that under-age sex 
is not a significant variable. Finally, teenagers observe an 81% 
more when straight porn is displayed on the computer.

About closing the browser window (CW), women have an 
80.83% (4.218/(1 + 4.218)) probability of closing the win-
dow if the sexual scenes of the model appear on the screen. 
Conversely, if BDSM or gay porn appears, it seems that the 
window is not closed so quickly.

If zoophilia scenes appear in the delete history (DH) 
model, adolescents try to delete the browser history, con-
cretely a 76.46% (3.248/(1 + 3.248)) more probability to 
delete it than scenes where do not appear sex with animals. 
Similarly, browser history is also deleted if naked people 
scenes have appeared on the computer, although with a low 
probability (68.4%).

When zoophilia or under-age sex scenes appear, teenag-
ers have more probability of notifying to an adult what have 
happened, concretely 89% and 87%, respectively. Age vari-
able refers to the first time that adolescents have involuntar-
ily seen some sexual scenes. Its negative coefficient means 
that, when they see those images or videos for the first time, 
each year that they get older the OR is 2.364 times less likely 
to notify an adult, if the other variables are equal to zero.

For the last model, resend (RS), zoophilia and orgy vari-
ables are significant. If logistic regression equation is rep-
resented for adolescents who have seen zoophilia scenes but 
they have not seen an orgy, the equation would be as follows:

These teenagers have a 10.1% of probability to resend 
that material.

Emotional Reactions Depending on the Observed 
Scenes

Table 3 shows eight different emotions experimented by 
adolescents when specific sexual scenes are visualized. All 

(3)
p (RS) =

1

1 + ex
=

1

1 + e−(−4.267+(1.767∗0)+(2.149∗1)
=

1

1 + e2.188
= 0.101

models are statistically significant (p < 0.05), with a good 
overall fit (p > 0.05).

In the first model (concern), naked people and scat/piss 
porn are significant variables. Adolescents who have visu-
alized scat/piss scenes have an OR 3.317 more likely to be 
concerned than teenagers that have not seen this scene. Cor-
responding OR for the naked people variable is 2.093. In this 
model, gay porn is not a significant variable.

In the disgust model, women have 84.8% more probabil-
ity than men to feel a great aversion in front of porn scenes. 
Besides, if that porn scene represents gay sex, women have 
an OR 1.804 more likely to feel revulsion.

Regarding the surprise model, seeing genitals is surpris-
ing for adolescents (66.5%), but not as much as seeing naked 
people (68.82%). Finally, the gender of the participants is 
not a significant variable, so there are no significant differ-
ences between women and men.

About interest/distraction model, women have 84.7% 
(5.555/(5.555 + 1)) less probability than men to be inter-
ested in the screen. Violence variable is not significant, 
but if it were, it would reduce an 89.97% the porn scenes 
interest, if the other variables in the model were zero. 
BDSM scenes stir up an OR 2.989 times bigger than 
scenes where this material does not appear. It is worth 
considering that straight porn is interesting for adoles-
cents, concretely 72% more interesting than scenes were 
straight porn does not appear, as long as the other vari-
ables of the model are equal to zero.

With respect to excitement model, men are who experi-
ment more sexual exaltation (OR = 18.518), especially if 
genitals, orgies, and straight porn are showed. By contrast, 
gay porn is not a significant variable (p = 0.059).

The fact of being ashamed is particularly high in women, 
especially when violent sex scenes are visualized. If we want 
to know women probability of being ashamed by violent 
sexual scenes, Eq. 1 should be applied:

Thus, women probability of being ashamed is 70.7%. 
However, if violent scenes are visualized by men, the 
equation would be as follows:

In this case, boy’s probability of being ashamed is 43.5%.
If the shock model is analyzed, people who have seen 

scat/piss porn have an OR 2.947 times more likely to be 
shocked by that material. Sexual activity with teenagers is 
not a significant variable in this model. However, women 
have an OR 2.307 times more likely to be shocked by porn 

(4)
p (VG ∗ W) =

1

1 + e−y
=

1

1 + e−(−2.28+(2.016∗1)+(1.144∗1))
=

1

1 + e−0.88
= 0.707

(5)
p (VG ∗ M) =

1

1 + e−y
=

1

1 + e−(−2.28+(2.016∗1)+(1.144∗0))
=

1

1 + e0.26
= 0.435



 Sexuality Research and Social Policy

1 3

scenes if the other variables are zero. Viewing genitals is 
also a significant variable in this model.

Finally, only straight porn variable is significant for the 
confusion model. However, as its coefficient is negative, 
it means that this type of scenes does not create confusion 
in adolescents. In OR terms, to visualize heterosexual porn 
scenes has an OR 2 times less likely to create confusion in 
teenagers. The other variables (gender, manga, and orgy) are 
not significant for this model.

Discussion

Our study yielded noteworthy results regarding the current 
reality of the UE to online pornography in Spanish adoles-
cents. Most of the adolescents assessed have encountered UE 
to online pornographic material (88.2%). These data are con-
sistent with previous studies that indicated an UE prevalence 
at around 80% (Castro-Calvo et al., 2015; Flood & Hamilton, 
2003; Gil-Juliá et al., 2018, 2019), but in contrast to much 

Table 3  Emotional reactions 
experienced when sexual scenes 
are unexpectedly observed

DV dependent variable, IV independent variable, r2 Nagelkerke, I/D interest/distraction

r2 IV β SE Wald df p OR 95% CI OR

DV IL UL

Concern .072 Naked people .738 .354 4.340 1 .037 2.093 1.045 4.192
Gay porn .649 .384 2.865 1 .091 1.914 .903 4.060
Piss/scat porn 1.199 .555 4.674 1 .031 3.317 1.119 9.837
Constant −2.764 .317 75.880 1 <.001 15.873

Disgust .194 Gay porn .590 .296 3.975 1 .046 1.804 1.010 3.221
Gender 1.721 .232 54.828 1 <.001 5.592 3.545 8.819
Constant −1.708 .198 74.703 1 <.001 5.525

Surprise .107 Naked people .792 .215 13.51 1 <.001 2.207 1.447 3.365
Genitals .685 .208 10.846 1 .001 1.985 1.320 2.984
Gender −.386 .204 3.586 1 .058 1.471 .986 2.193
Constant −.670 .201 11.103 1 .001 1.953

I/D .227 Straight porn .944 .360 6.853 1 .009 2.569 1.268 5.208
BDSM 1.095 .412 7.063 1 .008 2.989 1.333 6.702
Violence −2.086 1.116 3.490 1 .062 8.065 .911 72.065
Gender −1.717 .384 19.956 1 <.001 5.555 2.623 11.759
Constant −1.501 .326 21.209 1 <.001 4.484

Excitement .450 Naked people −.918 .352 6.806 1 .009 2.506 1.256 4.999
Genitals 1.290 .370 12.126 1 <.001 3.631 1.757 7.504
Straight porn 1.055 .396 7.079 1 .008 2.871 1.320 6.244
Gay porn .735 .389 3.571 1 .059 2.086 .973 4.473
Orgy .902 .355 6.466 1 .011 2.464 1.230 4.936
Gender −2.910 .476 37.424 1 <.001 18.518 7.202 47.325
Constant −2.086 .383 29.717 1 <.001 8.064

Shame .116 Violence 2.016 .518 15.174 1 <.001 7.510 2.723 20.711
Gender 1.144 .281 16.535 1 <.001 3.139 1.809 5.448
Constant −2.280 .236 92.971 1 <.001 9.804

Shock .101 Genitals .669 .263 7.062 1 .008 2.011 1.201 3.368
Piss/scat porn 1.081 .509 4.514 1 .034 2.947 1.087 7.990
Teenagers .709 .372 3.629 1 .057 2.032 .980 4.214
Gender .836 .269 9.665 1 .002 2.307 1.326 3.907
Constant −2.447 .268 83.423 1 <.001 11.494

Confusion .053 Straight porn −.698 .323 4.675 1 .031 2.008 1.065 3.778
Orgy .603 .339 3.160 1 .075 1.828 .940 3.556
Manga .495 .280 3.123 1 .077 1.641 .947 2.841
Gender −.484 .286 2.861 1 .091 1.623 .925 2.846
Constant −.889 .282 9.978 1 .002 2.433
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more modest data obtained from studies carried out in con-
texts with more restrictive access to illegal online content 
than the access found in Europe and Australia (Bernstein 
et al., 2022; Buljan-Flander et al., 2009; Flood, 2007; Flood 
& Hamilton, 2003). These frequencies are hardly surprising 
in light of the poor parental control system against pornogra-
phy used by families with children in our study and in previ-
ous ones (Mitchell et al., 2005; Symons et al., 2017).

These alarming data raise the issue about how family and 
law should better prevent and tackle this situation in order 
to protect adolescents. In this regard, some technological, 
psychoeducational, and legal considerations are provided by 
previous research (Dombrowski et al., 2004), not to mention 
the important need to provide more support to parents on 
how they can implement control strategies (Symons et al., 
2017), which may be especially relevant in times of pan-
demics, such as COVID-19, in which a significant increase 
in online pornography has been observed (Ballester-Arnal 
et al., 2020).

Regarding the kind of scenes found on the Internet unex-
pectedly, naked people, straight porn, and people showing 
genitals are the most seen. Although to a lesser extent it is 
also worth considering that scenes of BDSM, sexual vio-
lence, and sexual activity with under-age children were 
included among the content seen by adolescents, to men-
tion some content that would be illegal. These same con-
tents were also found in a previous study with even higher 
percentages (Sabina et al., 2008).

When it comes to the behavioral reactions derived from 
the UE, the most frequent reactions after finding the online 
sexual material were closing immediately the web page 
and deleting the Internet history, coinciding with previous 
studies (Castro-Calvo et al., 2015). However, these data 
also showed some teenager’s interest in sex and pornogra-
phy given that in noteworthy percentages the adolescents 
kept seeing porn scenes or saw them for a short while when 
they appeared. This is in line with research on voluntary 
exposure to online pornography that indicated sexual online 
activities among 22–90% of adolescents from diverse Euro-
pean countries and the USA (Ballester-Arnal et al., 2016, 
2017b, 2021, 2023; Beyens & Eggermont, 2014; Maas et al., 
2017; Ševčíková & Daneback, 2014; Skoog et al., 2009).

As far as emotional reactions are concerned, a greater 
predominance of more negative emotions was revealed 
after UE, especially, surprise, disgust, confusion, shock, 
and shame. A similar tendency to experience negative emo-
tions when facing UE to online pornography was also found 
in previous studies, particularly among younger children 
(Flood, 2010). Nevertheless, despite the raising of negative 
emotional reactions, this experience as a whole not only 
was not traumatic, but also was even considered as positive. 
These data are consistent with those obtained by previous 
research that also found online pornography assessed as 

positive and with interesting learnings for more than half 
of the adolescents (Ballester-Arnal et al., 2014), and as a 
way to improve sexual health and identity, particularly of 
women, who live in more traditional and restrictive cultures 
(Giménez-García et al., 2020). Likewise, in relation to the 
positive outcomes of online pornography, it would be inter-
esting to consider whether the positive evaluation of some 
sexual content could generally be linked to content of low 
intensity, which in addition to reveal the lack of an effective 
sexual education, would not be expected to cause emotional 
or other damages in adolescents, even when it comes to UE.

Analyzing in-depth the experiences and reactions cited 
above allowed us to find significant results depending on 
the type of scenes. It is worth considering that no previous 
studies about this issue have been found in the reviewed 
literature, which has included studies carried out worldwide.

The multinomial binary logistic regressions showed that 
the visualization of scenes with genitals, orgies, and zoo-
philia is lived as a positive experience. Moreover, gay porn 
and gender were also significant but with a negative coef-
ficient. Thus, gay scenes and being woman increased the 
probability of living that experience as non-positive. These 
results may be explained by the higher percentage of hetero-
sexual participants in our study.

Regarding perceiving the experience as traumatic, scenes 
with zoophilia content had also higher odds. These data are 
consistent with other research that found sexual activity with 
people and animals’ scenes having a high impact for adoles-
cents (González-Ortega & Orgaz-Baz, 2013).

Regarding the behavioral reactions after UE, our study 
also provides noteworthy results depending on the observed 
scenes. To sum up the information related to behavioral 
reactions, some scenes seemed to be more associated with 
behavioral reactions of rejection, that is, to close the win-
dow, delete the Internet history, and notify to an adult. In this 
regard, viewing naked people had higher odds of deleting 
the history and closing the window. It is also noteworthy the 
role of BDSM scenes which were associated with closing 
the window. Likewise, under-age sex had higher odds of 
notifying to an adult. On the other hand, straight porn scenes 
were associated with behaviors of interest; that is, this kind 
of scene had higher odds of having a quick look and looking 
at the scene. Regarding sex with animal’s scenes, the results 
were controversial. These scenes were associated with both 
rejection and interest behavioral reactions. That is because 
this material was associated with both positive and trau-
matic experiences as it has been explained a few lines above. 
Although in both models this variable was significant, the 
OR in the traumatic experience model was higher than in the 
positive model. Thus, it could be concluded that visualizing 
sex with animals had a more traumatic than a positive effect. 
Other two important variables when considering the behav-
ioral reactions are the gender and the age. Being a woman 
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was more associated with behaviors of rejection (e.g., clos-
ing the window), as well as this variable had lower odds of 
looking at these materials.

Considering these results, the gender seems to be a rel-
evant variable. It influences the living of the experience 
as positive or traumatic as well as the behavioral reaction 
derived from the viewing of porn unexpectedly, being the 
women who more frequently show rejection behavioral reac-
tions and experience the UE as traumatic. These findings are 
in line with those obtained in previous studies that explored 
the role of gender (Castro-Calvo el at., 2015; Livingstone 
et al., 2011; Martellozzo et al., 2017). These data could also 
be influenced by the fact that the pornography viewed may 
have degrading overtones towards women — an aspect stud-
ied so far only in men (Skorska et al., 2018) — specially, 
heterosexual pornography, which may explain that many 
women reject this type of pornography regardless of their 
orientation (Giménez-García et al., 2021). These data are 
of great value insofar as can be reflected that this issue may 
not be about female prudishness, but rather empathy towards 
those affected by abuse, which their male peers should also 
feel to a greater extent than the results show. Again, this 
would also evidence a lack of effective education in the 
affective and sexual sphere.

On the other hand, the age of the adolescents seemed to 
be more associated with behavioral reactions of interest such 
as having a quick look. In this same way, getting older was 
associated with lower likelihood of notifying it to an adult. 
This is another important variable to the extent that is show-
ing the increasing interest in sexual online activities dur-
ing adolescence and youth also stated by previous authors 
(Ballester-Arnal et al., 2016; Maes & Vandenbosch, 2022).

As far as emotional reactions are concerned, naked people 
and piss/scat porn (pornography involving urine and feces) 
had higher odds of experiencing concern. Gay porn scenes 
and gender (being a woman) were associated with disgust. 
Viewing naked people was also associated with feelings of 
surprise, and the same is true for viewing genitals. Regard-
ing shame, viewing violence scenes and being woman had 
higher odds of experiencing this emotional reaction. When 
it comes to experiencing shock, viewing genitals and piss/
scat porn had higher odds. Likewise, the gender (being a 
woman) increased the likelihood of shock. With regard to 
more positive emotional reactions, BDSM and straight porn 
showed higher odds of experiencing interest and distraction. 
Again, straight porn, as well as genitals, and orgy scenes 
were associated with excitement. It is also worth considering 
that gender (being a woman) had lower odds of experiencing 
positive emotional reactions, both interest and excitement.

Once again, the gender raised as a key variable in the 
reactions derived from UE but in this case in the emotions 
that online pornography aroused in adolescents. These 
data are consistent with those studies that showed higher 

likelihood of experiencing disgust, embarrassment, shame, 
and worry in women and more positive emotions in men 
(González-Ortega & Orgaz-Baz, 2013; Sabina et al., 2008).

It is important to bear in mind that we found no studies 
that explore the role of the content seen in the different expe-
riences and reactions derived from the UE to online pornog-
raphy, making it difficult to compare our results, which in 
turn enhances the value of this study given the diverse con-
sequences and impact that viewing different types of sexual 
content online may have.

Finally, it should be noted that the results obtained are 
noteworthy and open a path to more in-depth research into 
UE, as well as the detection of deficiencies in the affective-
sexual education of adolescents and young people.

These findings should be considered in light of some 
limitations. First, the study was conducted with participants 
living in Spain although some of them came from other 
countries and cultural differences may have affected the 
findings. Second, despite guaranteeing participants complete 
confidentiality and anonymity, it is difficult to rule out that 
bias due to social desirability could have influenced certain 
responses, especially taking into account that this research 
focused on a complex topic and some adolescents might 
have found it difficult to share their experiences. Third, the 
information collected is retrospective, and we know that 
reporting what is remembered when asked about past expe-
riences is always subject to certain distortions and memory 
bias may appear remembering only that information with the 
most notable impact or the greatest intensity. However, we 
ask adolescents — unlike other studies that ask adults — so 
recall biases may be minimal because we are asking them 
about recent experiences over time. At the same time, we 
assume the risk that they may not be telling the truth given 
that parental control is rather scarce, and they could be look-
ing for this material and not admit it.

These limitations notwithstanding, the current study 
demonstrates strengths in the findings and contributes 
significantly to the knowledge of UE to online pornog-
raphy in adolescents. Particularly, this is the first study 
in Spain to ask adolescents directly about this issue. It 
provides greater information about the role played by dif-
ferent variables such as the type of sexual content seen 
and the gender in the diverse reactions and experiences 
derived from the exposure to pornography unexpectedly. 
This topic should be included in affective-sexual education 
and prevention programs at early ages, so that children/
adolescents are already trained in healthy sexuality when 
facing this type of content for the first time. These pro-
grams, adjusted to the reality of our adolescents, will try 
to minimize the negative impact that UE may have on their 
psychosexual development.

Likewise, future research focusing on the positive expe-
rience derived from the exposure to online sexual content 
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is required, which may shed greater light on this important 
topic, as well as more information on the possible positive 
or negative long-term effects of this UE. Research has 
been mainly focused on whether or not the exposure to 
these materials is traumatic in the short term. Neverthe-
less, more data on possible differences in the medium and 
long term are needed in relation to how those people who 
have been exposed (or not) early to this type of materials 
behave or experience their sexuality.
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