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Abstract
Despite international inquiry regarding young people’s encounters with Internet por-
nography (IP), there is a lack of knowledge about how their caregivers (parents or 
guardians) and educators perceive these encounters in comparison to young peo-
ple. Such knowledge is critical to understanding the synergies and discrepancies that 
might exist between these key stakeholder groups (youth, caregivers and educators) 
and across genders, to subsequently inform how to best support youth in navigating 
IP. To this end, the present study describes youth (16–18-year olds) encounters with 
IP, as well as caregiver and educator perceptions of these encounters. An online sur-
vey was completed by 256 youth and 217 caregivers and educators recruited from 
nine schools with an existing investment in sexuality education in Aotearoa, New 
Zealand. Similar to global trends, this group of young New Zealanders were famil-
iar with IP and patterns of encounters were gendered. However, there were varied 
understandings between stakeholder groups and across genders as to why and how 
these encounters occur. Understanding the ways youth encounter IP—and exploring 
how caregivers and educators perceive these encounters—serves as a springboard 
for future research that considers the broader socio-cultural context within which 
these perspectives are constructed.
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Introduction

Youth encounters with Internet pornography (IP) have led to global concern 
regarding the healthy sexual socialisation of youth (Scarcelli, 2014; Tomić et al., 
2017). The majority of research in this field is framed using a harms-based lens, 
often with a view to ameliorating negative effects and regulating youth encoun-
ters with IP (Bragg & Buckingham, 2009). Such research provides a broad under-
standing of young people’s encounters with IP, but does not explore the relevance 
of IP in the lives of young people, or their thoughts about the involvement of 
caregivers and educators in youth IP viewing (Attwood et al., 2018). This is prob-
lematic because research on sexuality education suggests that there is frequently 
a disconnect between the ways youth understand and engage with sexual matters 
and the ways adults tasked with their sexual socialisation believe that they do 
(Jackson, 2004; Jearey-Graham & Macleod, 2015). Failing to bridge this divide 
undermines attempts at providing sexuality education that is relevant to youth, 
including assisting young people to navigate the realities of a digital world that 
affords increasingly easy, anonymous, and free access to diverse online sexual 
content (Davis et  al., 2019). Thus, in addition to a broader understanding of 
young people’s encounters with IP, it is also important to understand how car-
egivers and educators perceive young people’s encounters with IP, given their 
roles in sexuality education.

Although there is a large body of research on youth engagement with various 
mediated intimacies (e.g., sexting) (Stanley et al., 2018; Widman et al., 2021), no 
published work to date has concurrently examined the perspectives of caregiv-
ers and educators as well as young people about youth encounters with IP. Addi-
tionally, given IP is an inevitably gendered topic (Attwood, 2005), it is unknown 
as to whether, like youth encounters, these adult perceptions are gendered. Such 
knowledge is critical to further understand how adults might support young peo-
ple in negotiating the IP they encounter (Sorbring et al., 2015). The present study 
aims to address this knowledge gap.

Young People and Internet Pornography

The prevalence of young people’s encounters and engagement with IP is diffi-
cult to ascertain as it depends on cultural context and research design (Lim et al., 
2017; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2005). In Aotearoa New Zealand, where the current 
research was conducted, a recent nationally representative government survey 
suggests that 67% of 14–17-year olds have seen IP (Office of Film & Literature 
Classification, 2018). International research suggests that encounters with IP are 
more prevalent among boys than girls, and boys are more likely to report inten-
tionally seeking out IP, more regularly, and from a younger age (Ševčíková & 
Daneback, 2014; Stanley et  al., 2018). Qualitative research suggests that these 
patterns are tied to binary gender norms that demarcate pornography viewing as 
a male activity (Albury, 2018; Spišák, 2017). Indeed, much of the literature on 
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youth encounters with IP takes a binary view of gender, although IP viewing may 
be more frequent among LGBTQ youth (Bőthe et al., 2019).

International research also indicates that IP is a key medium young people turn 
to when seeking information about sex and relationships (Brown & L’Engle, 2009; 
Štulhofer et al., 2010). In New Zealand, 71% of youth surveyed reported using IP as 
a tool for learning about sex and sexuality, including for their own sexual practices 
(Office of Film & Literature Classification, 2018), so IP also functions as a cultural 
resource and source of education about sex (Löfgren-Mårtenson & Månsson, 2010). 
IP may act as a source of sexual socialisation in the absence of input from significant 
adults, given that youth report a lack of communication about IP with their caregiv-
ers, difficulty in talking to them about the topic, and a general lack of information 
about IP in sexuality education (Pound et al., 2016; Priebe et al., 2013).

Minimal research contributes to an understanding of how caregivers can play a 
role in young people’s encounters with IP as a cultural resource (Scarcelli, 2014), 
especially how caregivers perceive and understand youth encounters more generally, 
and what this means for their communication with youth about IP (Livingstone & 
Bober, 2004; Rothman et al., 2017). Caregivers perceive youth encounters with IP as 
inherently negative, and are fearful and embarrassed about discussing the issue with 
youth, even if they would like open dialogue on the topic (Davis et al., 2019; Daw-
son, 2020; Tsaliki, 2011; Widman et al., 2021; Zurcher, 2017). Gender influences 
how parents communicate with youth about IP, with fathers reportedly less likely to 
engage in discussion than mothers (Boniel-Nissim et  al., 2020). Double standards 
also exist in gender socialisation, as parents may also be more likely to condone IP 
viewing among young men than women, attributing male interest to ‘natural’ sexual 
urges (Gesser-Edelsburg & Arabia, 2018; Tolman, 2013).

Educators are another important group of adults in the lives of youth, with 
schools acting more broadly as key domains of sexual socialisation. Some schools 
and individual educators may be reluctant to provide instruction on sexually con-
tentious topics (e.g., abortion, masturbation, and IP) which, in some instances, may 
be borne out of apprehension of caregiver responses, or the values and ethos of the 
school (Shtarkshall et  al., 2007; Weaver et  al., 2001). Whether and how schools 
approach the issue of IP in sexuality education will shape the sexual socialisation 
of students in various ways, yet little is known about how educators perceive young 
people’s encounters with IP.

One survey of educators in the UK reported that teachers perceived viewing IP 
to have negative effects on youth and that schools should teach about these poten-
tial risks (Baker, 2016). Similarly, participants in a Swedish focus group study that 
included a small number of teachers discussed the ways IP conveys contradictory 
messages to youth in comparison to other domains of socialisation, and therefore 
educators should be equipped with the skills to discuss this topic with youth (Mat-
tebo et al., 2014). Research primarily from the UK and Australia posits that broach-
ing the subject of IP in the classroom is an uncomfortable and “high risk propo-
sition” that requires training, resources, and the support of the school community 
(Albury, 2014, p. 173, 2018; Baker, 2016; Ollis, 2016).

Given the limited research on caregiver and educator perceptions about 
young people’s encounters with IP, and the lack of consideration of their views 
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alongside those of youth themselves, the present study describes young people’s 
(aged 16–18-year-old) encounters with IP and their caregivers’ and educators’ per-
ceptions of these encounters. A descriptive rather than inferential approach was 
taken given that IP is under-researched in New Zealand and it is as yet unknown 
whether there are sociocultural factors that might impact such research, such as 
the perspectives of Māori (the indigenous people of New Zealand) young people 
and adults regarding IP, and the diversity of school-based sexuality education. Our 
research was also part of a larger mixed methods study that was situated within criti-
cal social psychology and based on a social constructionist approach. Therefore, our 
focus was to describe the characteristics of youth encounters with IP from the per-
spectives of youth, caregivers, and educators and to identify similarities and diver-
gences for interpretation through a sociocultural lens.

Method

Data were collected through a cross-sectional online survey as part of a broader 
mixed methods study about youth encounters with IP in New Zealand (Healy-Cullen 
et al., 2021a, b). The survey elicited the perspectives of students aged 16–18 years, 
caregivers (parents and guardians), and educators on this topic.

Participants

Participants were recruited from nine high schools with various characteristics (e.g., 
co-educational, single sex, rural, urban, and differing decile1 groupings). While 
249 schools were invited to take part, many declined, noting they were not able to 
bring the topic into their school for a range of reasons, despite the importance of 
the topic. This meant that the participating schools tended to be more interested in 
the topic in general, and do not represent a full range of perspectives. Each school 
decided on the process of providing information about the study and survey dis-
semination to young people and their caregivers and educators, and we therefore 
could not ascertain response rates given the varying approaches used. However, a 
total of 473 responses were collected, 256 (54.12%) from youth and 217 (45.88%) 
from adults, 98 of whom were caregivers (45.16%), 73 educators (33.64%), and 46 
people were both caregivers and educators (21.20%). The average age of students 
was 16.69 years (SD = 0.68). Most participants identified as New Zealand European/
Pākehā (i.e., New Zealander of European descent). Table 1 provides demographic 
details for the participants.

1  In New Zealand, school deciles indicate the extent a school draws students from low socio-economic 
communities. Decile 1 schools have the highest proportion of students from low socio-economic com-
munities, whereas decile 10 schools have the lowest. No schools from deciles 0–2 accepted the invitation 
to participate.
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Procedures

School principals distributed electronic information sheets about the study for stu-
dents aged 16–18-year, caregivers, and educators, along with an invitation to take 
part in the online survey. Principals communicated this information in ways suitable 
to their specific school community (e.g., mailing lists) in accordance with ethical 
protocol regarding consent. The working definition of IP provided at the beginning 
of the survey was “any sexually explicit [Internet] material displaying genitalia with 
the aim of sexual arousal or fantasy” (Short et al., 2012, p.21). There were 27 ques-
tions for youth and 13 questions for adults about youth encounters with IP, made 
up of a combination of ranking order (respondents ranked their answers in order 
of applicability, and selected the options that were relevant to them), Likert scale 
questions (i.e., 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree), closed questions (which 
always had an ‘other’ option and space for further comment), and open-ended ques-
tions. The youth survey included questions about demographic details, age of first 
encounter, access to IP, intentionality and frequency of viewing, primary reasons for 
accessing IP, where, how and with whom IP is accessed, perceived personal effects 
of IP viewing in comparison to peers, sources of sexuality education, and experi-
ences of education/communication about IP at home or school. A key open-ended 
question in the youth survey was; “Have you received any education about Internet 

Table 1   Participant demographic characteristics (%)

Pākehā is the indigenous term for non-Māori/non-Polynesian New Zealanders

Youth All adults Caregivers Educators Caregivers 
and educators

(N = 256) (N = 217) (n = 98) (n = 73) (n = 46)

Gender
Male 51.95 43.32 30.61 53.42 54.35
Female 39.45 45.62 62.24 35.62 26.09
Gender diverse 8.60 11.06 7.14 10.96 19.57
Age
16 years 43.48
17 years 43.87
18 years 12.65
16–25 years 27.78 22.68 43.84 13.04
26–35 years 10.19 6.19 16.44 8.70
36–45 years 18.98 21.65 12.33 23.91
45–55 years 24.07 35.05 9.59 23.91
Older than 55 years 18.98 14.43 17.81 30.43
Ethnicity
New Zealand European/Pākehā 64.50 73.30 76.50 72.60 67.40
New Zealand Māori 27.70 14.30 15.30 15.10 10.90
Asian 12.10 17.00 1.00 5.50 13.00
Other ethnicity 11.70 5.10 14.30 16.40 23.90
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pornography? If yes, where did you receive this education from?”. These questions 
were informed and developed from international literature that has investigated 
young people’s encounters with IP (e.g., Mattebo et al., 2014; Ybarra & Mitchell, 
2005), rather than using ‘scientific’ measures more familiar to clinical, positiv-
ist research designs where hypotheses and generalisation are appropriate (Fisher & 
Kohut, 2020).

To compare with youth, caregivers and educators were asked the same questions 
as youth, outlined above, regarding their perceptions of young people’s encounters 
with IP. The same open-ended question to educators and caregivers was phrased 
accordingly; “Have you delivered any education about IP to the young person in 
your care? If yes, please outline what you discussed”. Due to a problem with the 
survey setup that was not detected until data collection was completed, data were 
missing for two questions related to the educator group, namely, their perceptions 
of youths’ primary reasons for viewing IP and sources of information about sex and 
sexuality.

Data Analysis

Data were used descriptively rather than inferentially as we did not aim to make 
inferences beyond the sample. Thus, power analysis and tests of statistical signifi-
cance were not relevant. Descriptive data (such as measures of central tendency 
and frequency distributions) were used to explore variability in the data between 
the groups and by gender. The data distributions were checked (overall, for each 
group, for gender, and for gender within each group) and there was no skewness 
or bimodal distributions, so the mean was used as the measure of central tendency. 
Ranked data were collated across the sample as a frequency count, and rankings 
were determined using a weighted sum calculation (i.e., the weighted sum for the 
response that was ranked first was worth more than the response ranked last). The-
matic analysis was completed for the open-ended questions described above using 
Nvivo 12 to assist coding (Braun & Clarke, 2012).

Results

Youth Encounters with Internet Pornography

Most young people (85.31%) had seen IP on one or more occasion, either inten-
tionally or unintentionally, at some point in their life. This was the case for 95.20% 
of boys, 70.41% of girls, and 95.45% of gender diverse youth. Of those who had 
seen IP, the average age of first encounter was 11.70  years (SD = 3.32), although 
this differed according to gender; the average age for boys was similar to the overall 
average at 11.33  years (SD = 3.16), older for girls at 12.83  years (SD = 2.12), and 
younger for gender diverse youth at 10.10 years (SD = 5.56). Across groups, adults 
perceived youth encounters to occur earlier than youth themselves reported, on 
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average at 10.58 years (SD = 3.40), with similar reports within each group of adults 
(caregivers: M = 11.20, educators: M = 10.08, caregivers and educators: M = 10.18).

For just over half of youth (54.68%), their first encounter with IP was uninten-
tional. However, this varied based on gender, with more boys (59.29%) and gender 
diverse youth (42.86%) reporting an intentional first encounter than girls (23.19%). 
For those whose first encounter was unintentional, the most frequent reasons were 
being shown by peers, happening across it while browsing, and pop-up advertise-
ments. Some of the other reasons provided by female youth as open comments 
included “I opened a relative’s iPad and it was accidentally left on it”, “Brother 
didn’t exit the tab”, and “Watching anime”.

Of those youth who unintentionally came across IP for the first time, most 
(76.15%) did not tell anyone about it. Additionally, from that group, more boys 
(86.96%) than girls (69.23%) and gender diverse youth (63.64%) did not disclose 
to someone. Of those who did tell someone, this person was most frequently a peer 
for boys (83.33%) and girls (56.25%). Gender diverse youth more frequently told a 
teacher (50.00%), although neither boys nor girls told a teacher. However, 16.67% of 
boys and 37.50% of girls told a caregiver, while no gender diverse youth told their 
caregiver.

Similar to the gendered patterns among youth, more male adults across groups 
indicated that youth would not tell a caregiver or educator compared to female and 
gender diverse adults across groups (see Table  2). Additionally, across genders, 
those in the educator group reported that youth would not disclose unintentional 
encounters to IP to them (see Table 2; note that caregivers were not asked about dis-
closure to educators, and educators were not asked about disclosure to caregivers). 
In terms of the content they had seen, just over half of youth (52.49%) indicated that 
they would describe what they had seen as ‘hardcore’, based on their own definition 
(see Table 3).

Frequency of Internet Pornography Viewing

There were gendered patterns in young people’s viewing of IP. Girls most frequently 
had seen IP once (38.46%) or once or twice a year (20.00%), while nearly a quar-
ter of boys viewed IP 2–4 times a week (24.51%) and 45.00% of gender diverse 
youth viewed IP more than once a day. Additionally, whenever they viewed IP, boys 
and gender diverse youth more frequently viewed for longer periods of time than 
girls (see Table 3). When asked to compare the frequency that they viewed IP with 
that of their peers, youth were generally uncertain as to how much IP they viewed 
compared to their peers, or thought they viewed the same. However, as shown in 
Table 3, 45.90% of girls perceived their viewing to be “much less” than their coun-
terparts, while 31.60% of gender diverse youth reported viewing “much more”.

Access to Internet Pornography

Young people reported that they generally viewed IP on mobile phones (65.71%) 
rather than desktop computers or tablets, with the majority watching IP alone 
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Table 3   Youth responses about Internet pornography (%)

Survey item All youth
(n = 256)

Girls
(n = 101)

Boys
(n = 133)

Gender diverse
(n = 22)

Frequency of IP viewing
Only once 18.18 38.46 6.86 10.00
Once or twice a year 9.63 20.00 4.90 0.00
Every couple of months 10.16 12.31 9.80 5.00
Every month 10.16 10.77 10.78 5.00
Once a week 11.23 6.15 15.69 5.00
2–4 times a week 17.65 7.69 24.51 15.00
Once a day 9.63 1.54 13.73 15.00
More than once a day 13.37 3.08 13.73 45.00
Time spent viewing IP
Less than 10 min 49.15 41.18 73.21 21.05
Less than 30 min 30.51 35.29 21.43 31.58
Between 30 min and an hour 5.65 7.84 3.57 0.00
More than an hour 1.13 1.96 0.00 0.00
More than 2 h 13.56 13.73 1.79 47.37
IP viewing compared to peers
Much less 26.00 45.90 14.40 21.10
Less 12.40 6.60 17.50 5.30
The same 27.10 11.50 37.10 26.30
More 3.40 4.90 3.10 0.00
Much more 10.70 3.30 11.30 31.60
Unsure 20.30 27.90 16.50 15.80
Seen ‘hardcore’ IP
Yes 52.49 37.50 58.59 72.22
No 24.86 23.44 26.26 22.22
Unsure 22.65 39.06 15.15 5.56
IP practices applied in personal life
Yes 39.89 46.46 26.15 52.63
No 43.17 39.39 55.38 21.05
No, but I would like to 7.65 7.07 7.69 10.53
No, I would not like to 6.56 6.06 9.23 0.00
Other 2.73 1.01 1.54 15.79
Perceptions of caregiver awareness
Caregivers are aware 27.93 29.59 14.29 66.67
Caregivers are not aware 27.93 22.45 42.86 5.56
Unsure of caregiver awareness 44.13 47.96 42.86 27.78
Education received about IP
Received any education 37.38 51.52 16.84 65.00
Did not receive any education 62.62 48.48 83.16 35.00
Sources of this education n = 80 n = 16 n = 51 n = 13
Teacher in sexuality education 61.25 68.75 64.71 38.46
External educator in school 12.50 12.50 11.76 15.38
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(75.00%) rather than with peers or partners. Most youth indicated that they “could 
definitely” (51.40%) or “probably” (25.70%) access IP at home without their car-
egiver knowing, if they wanted to. At school, almost a fifth (19.25%) of youth 
responded that they “definitely could not” access IP, while a third (33.33%) indi-
cated that they definitely could.

Aligning with youth responses, caregivers reported that youth could “definitely” 
or “probably” access IP at home (45.88%, 35.29% respectively), while educators 
reported that youth could “definitely” or “probably” access IP at school (30.56%, 
37.50% respectively) without their knowledge. However, male teachers more fre-
quently indicated that students could “definitely not” access IP at school (17.95%) 
compared to female (3.85%) and gender diverse educators (0.00%).

Primary Reasons for Viewing Internet Pornography

Participants were asked to rank a list of possible motivations that young people 
might have for viewing IP. Overall, across stakeholder groups, curiosity was ranked 
as the primary motivation (see Fig. 1a). However, thereafter there was some diver-
gence between the rankings of adults (caregivers and educators) and youth, indicat-
ing a discrepancy in understandings between these groups. Young people included 
“boredom” and “to wind down and relax” among their top five reasons for IP view-
ing, but adults did not include these reasons. Rather, they ranked peer influence and 
learning about sex more highly (see Fig. 1b).

There were gendered differences among youth in terms of their primary reasons 
for seeking out IP (see Fig. 1b). Sexual gratification was given as a primary motiva-
tion by male youth, who, for example gave reasons such as “cause I’m horny” (male 
student), and “pleasure” (male student). Only girls indicated in their top five reasons 
that IP was used as a way to learn about sex, sexual acts, and sexuality. For exam-
ple, in the open-ended comments relating to this question, they said: “To understand 
how sexual encounters happen as school does not teach this and i [sic] want to be 
able to feel okay for my first time, by know [sic] the ’lingo’ and knowing what to 
do” (female student). Compared to girls (26.15%), more boys (46.46%) and gender 
diverse youth (52.63%) had engaged in sexual practices that they had also seen in IP 
(see Table 3).

Adult perceptions of the reasons that youth seek out IP also varied according 
to their own gender. Like female youth, sexual gratification was ranked less fre-
quently by women than men and gender diverse adults across stakeholder groups 

Table 3   (continued)

Survey item All youth
(n = 256)

Girls
(n = 101)

Boys
(n = 133)

Gender diverse
(n = 22)

Caregivers 8.75 18.75 5.88 7.69
Peers 3.75 0.00 3.92 7.69
The Internet 2.50 0.00 3.92 0.00
Other 11.25 0.00 9.80 30.77
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(see Fig. 1c). Also mapping onto trends in youth responses, “boredom” was ranked 
in the top five perceived reasons by men and gender diverse adults across stake-
holder groups, whereas this was not the case for women. Additionally, “because 
their friends want to” was ranked particularly highly by female caregivers as their 
second perceived reason for youth viewing.

Primary Sources of Information About Sex and Sexuality

Participants were asked to rank young people’s primary sources of information 
about sex and sexuality. Across the stakeholder groups, there was a shared under-
standing that peers are a primary source of information about sex and sexuality for 
youth (see Fig. 2a). When it came to young people themselves, IP was ranked third 
by boys and gender diverse youth, and sixth by girls. Adults ranked caregivers as an 
information source third overall; however, this did not feature as high from the per-
spective of gender diverse youth, who ranked caregivers last (see Fig. 2b).

There were some differences between adults’ responses depending on stakeholder 
group. Overall, the rankings of participants who were educators as well as caregiv-
ers more closely aligned with youth rankings than those who were only caregiv-
ers. In particular, these respondents gave a higher ranking to the Internet and IP as 
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Fig. 1   Primary reasons youth seek out Internet pornography by stakeholder group (a), youth by gender 
(b), and adults by gender (c)
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a source of information than caregivers, who ranked themselves more highly than 
either the Internet or IP (see Fig. 2a).

Differences among adult participants also related to gender, mapping on to the 
gender patterns observed among youth. Most notably, female caregivers were the 
only cohort who most frequently ranked themselves as young people’s primary 
information source (i.e., first). Male and gender diverse caregivers perceived IP as 
a more important information source about sex and sexuality than caregivers (see 
Fig. 2c).

Communication with Youth About Internet Pornography

Many (44.13%) of the youth were unsure if their caregivers knew whether they 
had seen IP. Girls reported less frequently (14.29%) than boys (29.59%) or gender 
diverse youth (66.67%) that their caregivers were aware of their IP viewing (see 
Table 3).

Many caregivers were aware that youth in their care had seen IP (48.39%), 
approximately a third were also unsure (34.68%), while a small proportion (16.94%) 
did not think that the young person in their care had ever seen IP. Overall, more than 
half (56.91%) of caregivers had provided some education about IP to the young per-
son in their care, but only a small number (8.75%) of youth reported that any educa-
tion they had received was from caregivers (see Table 3). Girls also reported less 
frequently that they had received any education about IP in comparison to boys and 
gender diverse youth (see Table 3). Additionally, female caregivers more frequently 

(a) 
Stakeholder 
group

(b) Youth 
by gender

(c) Caregivers 
by gender

Fig. 2   Primary educators for youth about sex and sexuality by stakeholder group (a), youth by gender 
(b), and caregivers by gender (c)
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reported that they delivered education about IP to youth (72.73%) compared to male 
(38.64%) or gender diverse (38.46%) caregivers.

Of the 30.36% of educators who indicated that there had been some delivery of 
education about IP at their school (40.18% were unsure, while 29.46% indicated that 
there had not been any), this education was most often provided by a teacher during 
sexuality education at the school (63.64%), rather than (for example) external pro-
viders (27.27%). This maps on to the youth findings, as of the 37.38% of youth who 
indicated they had received any education about IP, most (61.25%) reported that this 
was predominantly delivered by a teacher as part of sexuality education in school 
(see Table 3).

Messages Delivered About Internet Pornography to Youth by Caregivers

Caregivers were asked to describe what they had discussed about IP at home with 
the young person in their care. There were a broad range of responses to this open-
ended question that were thematically organised.

Internet Pornography is Harmful

Overall, IP was portrayed in a negative light and discussed with youth in relation to 
the “ugliness that can pop up in the world”, “offensive sites”, the “dark web”, “pedo-
philes [sic]”, “incredibly evil people”, and subject to monitoring by “the Internet 
police”. Most caregivers indicated that IP was harmful, addictive, unsuitable, and 
dangerous, for instance, something “that is not acceptable in our household”. This 
was primarily related to the potential deleterious impacts or “nasty consequences” 
of IP viewing, which ranged from being “psychologically unhealthy” to “potentially 
harmful for future relationships and self”. For some, this harm was conceptualised 
as “temptation to sin” and “alienation from God”. IP was also described as objecti-
fying, degrading, abusive, and exploitative of women.

Avoid Viewing Internet Pornography

While some caregivers acknowledged that curiosity was to be expected among 
youth, and they should not feel badly about experiencing arousal if they happen 
across IP, youth were still encouraged to avoid it. While not necessarily forbid-
den, many caregivers voiced their disapproval of IP viewing to youth, while others 
censored it; for example, “please don’t watch it”, “we operate open DNS for their 
protection”.

Internet Pornography is not ‘Real’

Another primary message that caregivers reported delivering to youth about IP was 
that it is fake and unrealistic; a performance by paid actors/actresses. This idea of 
“reality vs. fantasy” was a distinction taken up by many caregivers, highlighting that 
IP is not “a reflection of true intimacy between people”, and “not a true depiction 
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of real sex”. How IP might be compared to ‘real life’ was often mentioned in the 
context of intimacy and consent “which is not indicative of normal healthy sexual 
relationships”.

‘I Think…’

Responses indicated that caregivers delivered education to youth about IP based on 
their own views; “I believe [emphasis added] Internet pornography degrades and 
objectifies women”, or “I’m [emphasis added] not a fan of pornography”. Thus, it 
may understandably be the case that youth are receiving a variety of messages about 
IP that are based on particular perspectives, beliefs, and worldviews, such as reli-
gious affiliations (e.g., “We have a pornography education resource which is offered 
by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints”).

Discussion

This study provides some insights into encounters with IP among these New Zea-
land youth, including their initial encounters, viewing regularity, and motivations 
for viewing IP. Additionally, this study provides an understanding of the perceptions 
of these caregivers and educators, as key domains of sexual socialisation. In the fol-
lowing discussion, we contextualise our findings in relation to the wider context in 
which youth IP viewing is deemed largely negative and shameful, particularly for 
girls (Ashton et al., 2018; Ševčíková & Daneback, 2014). The findings are also con-
textualised within the limitations of who these participants were (i.e., members of 
school communities who were already invested in sexuality education), and we rec-
ognise that a full range of perspectives are not represented.

Youth Encounters with Internet Pornography

Our findings are consistent with international research, showing that most young 
people (85.31%) have seen IP on one or more occasion at some point in their life, 
either intentionally or unintentionally (Martellozzo et al., 2017; Peter & Valkenburg, 
2016). Additionally, for many young people, particularly girls, first encounters were 
reported as unintentional (54.68%), often as a result of being shown by peers or 
pop-up links appearing while browsing the Internet. Consistent with previous find-
ings, of those young people in the study who unintentionally came across IP, most 
(76.15%) did not tell anyone about their encounter (Braun-Courville & Rojas, 2009; 
Lim et al., 2017).

Of youth who had seen IP before, the average age of first encounter was 
approximately 12  years old, which was slightly older than what adults perceived 
(10.58  years). Adults’ assumption of a younger age may reflect the public con-
cern—often amplified by the media— about IP viewing among young people (Tay-
lor, 2020). Although there is variation regarding first encounters in the literature, 
that these young New Zealanders first encountered IP at approximately 12 years old 
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is slightly younger than global trends and a previous New Zealand report (Office 
of Film & Literature Classification, 2018). However, encountering IP during early 
teenage years is unsurprising given sexual curiosity (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2005), and 
perhaps coincides with personal internet access via mobile phone.

Gender diverse youth reported viewing IP at a younger age (10.10  years) than 
their female and male peers, and may be exploring their identity and sexuality in a 
world where there are not as many resources to do this with, or people to talk with 
(Collier et  al., 2013). Our research suggests that some young people seek out IP 
to try to learn about sex, and this occurs alongside reluctance to discuss sex (and 
particularly IP) with adults, and their perception of adults being reluctant to discuss 
it with them, consistent with previous findings about IP as a source of information 
about sex and sexuality (Martellozzo et al., 2017; Rothman et al., 2018).

Sexuality Education and Internet Pornography

Many youth stated that they did not receive any education about IP as part of their 
sexuality education (62.62%), despite most having seen IP, consistent with the wider 
literature that suggests IP is often omitted from conversation among youth and 
adults, perhaps on account of the perceived difficulties in having such conversations 
(Albury, 2018). In New Zealand, and internationally, sexuality education is very 
context-specific and varies between types of schools and school cultures. Although 
the recently updated sexuality education guidelines in New Zealand include infor-
mation about IP be included in classes, clarity is required regarding programme 
aims (e.g., discourage IP viewing, or encourage critical thinking), as well as critical 
reflection on how youth are constructed (i.e., agentic or naïve).

Furthermore, students may have varied needs that, among other things, vary 
by gender, and are currently not addressed by sexuality education curricula. Girls 
were less likely to have received any kind of education about IP than boys and gen-
der diverse youth, consistent with a recent survey (Family Planning New Zealand, 
2019). Girls may be receiving less education about IP due to the presumption that 
they either do not view IP or are not generally attracted to IP (Sorbring et al., 2015; 
Spišák, 2017). Curricula must also be relevant to gender diverse learners as despite 
improvements that focus on inclusivity, sexuality education curricula often mirrors 
the implicit heteronormativity of wider society (Chesir-Teran, 2003). This is sug-
gested by the fact that gender diverse youth ranked school sixth as their source of 
information about sex and sexuality in general, in comparison to second by girls 
and boys. However, these young people also listed peers as their primary source of 
information, indicating a level of comfort in talking among friends about identity 
and sexuality (Jackson, 2004).

Thus, although young people ranked school second (after peers) as a primary 
educator about sex and sexuality—challenging the notion of IP as becoming their 
primary channel of sexuality education (Rothman et al., 2018; Tanton et al., 2015)—
these findings raise questions about whether the content is relevant and wholly valu-
able to them. In this regard, an important finding in the extant literature is the request 
from some youth to have IP discussed, not ignored, in a timely way during sexuality 



506	 S. Healy‑Cullen et al.

1 3

education in school and with caregivers as a way of helping them understand the 
content they may encounter online (Pound et al., 2016; Sørensen & Knudsen, 2006). 
Some research suggests that, although youth take some basic information away from 
sexuality education, a key aspect that is lacking, based on their needs, is a discourse 
of erotics or desire (Allen, 2004). This observation coheres with our finding of the 
absence of teaching about IP. These findings point to a gap in the conversation that 
youth are having with caregivers and educators about sex, sexuality, and IP, as we 
will now elaborate on.

Divergences Between Caregivers, Educators and Youth

In line with previous findings, our results suggest that caregivers overestimate the 
likelihood of youth disclosure to them, while educators (who anticipate lack of 
disclosure) arguably have a more realistic understanding (Priebe et al., 2013; Wis-
niewski et  al., 2017). Existing studies point to fear or embarrassment as potential 
reasons for youth non-disclosure, even when encounters with IP are unintentional 
(Rothman et al., 2017). Thus, whether young people feel comfortable or safe to dis-
close their encounters is a socio-cultural factor worth considering when examining 
some of our results, particularly the gendered patterns.

Aside from curiosity about sex and sexuality, there were differences between 
these caregivers, educators and youth regarding what motivates young people to 
view IP, indicating a disconnect in how youth and significant adults understand 
the function of IP in young people’s lives, and their sexuality more broadly. Youth 
ranked IP as providing entertainment and relaxation in their top five motivations, 
which aligns with the literature (Attwood et al., 2018; Bale, 2011), while relaxation 
was ranked last across each of the adult stakeholder groups, so there are differing 
views about how youth perceive the role of IP in their lives, and how their caregivers 
and educators understand the meaning and presence of IP for youth.

Furthermore, that youth may be motivated to view IP on account of their friends 
was ranked in the top five across all adult groups, and ranked second after curiosity 
by caregivers (in comparison to 10th by youth themselves). Caregivers’ attribution 
of youth IP viewing to peer pressure downplays the challenging notion of children 
as sexual beings and may to some extent preserve an image of childhood innocence 
(Jarkovská & Lamb, 2018). The widespread and dominant Western view of chil-
dren as innocent, pure and asexual (alongside sex as being improper and a source of 
taboo) has led to anxieties among caregivers about introducing sexual information 
too early or too much in their children’s lives, which is reflected in the types of mes-
sages caregivers deliver to youth about IP (Lamb et al., 2018).

There was also a divergence in understanding between youth and their caregiv-
ers as to how prominently caregivers feature as sexuality educators in young peo-
ple’s lives in comparison to media (Sprecher et al., 2008). Boys and gender diverse 
participants selected IP as one of their top three sources of information about sex 
and sexuality (after peers and school, and peers and the Internet, respectively) 
(Allen, 2009; Scarcelli, 2014). As with previous research, this contrasts with girls’ 
responses (Tanton et al., 2015). Unlike boys and gender diverse participants, girls 
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did not include IP in their top three sources of information about sex and sexuality, 
ranking it only sixth. Thus, boys and gender diverse youth reported turning to IP for 
information about sex before going to caregivers, while girls reported going to the 
internet in general before caregivers.

In contrast, caregivers ranked themselves higher as a source of education than the 
Internet or IP. This was especially true for female caregivers who ranked themselves 
as youth’s primary source of information about sex and sexuality. This could reflect 
a gendered expectation of mothers to place themselves in this role (Jackson, 2004; 
Sprecher et al., 2008). Men overestimated the role that IP plays as an information 
source compared to youth, ranking it second after peers, with gender diverse adults 
ranking it first.

These discrepancies suggests a disconnect between young people and adults that 
may need to be evaluated when considering how to best support youth in navigat-
ing IP and igniting relevant conversations about sexuality in general, and IP spe-
cifically (Jearey-Graham & Macleod, 2015). How young people make sense of IP 
and how they construct their personal sexual identities in relation to their under-
standings of IP may differ to adults’ constructions and perceptions of young peo-
ple’s experiences with IP (Healy-Cullen et al., 2021a). For example, caregiver com-
munication with youth about IP not being ‘real’ assumes that youth are ‘duped’ by 
IP. In this way, adults position youth as unagentic and uncritical consumers of IP, 
despite research that suggests youth are engaging critically with this material (Gold-
stein, 2019; Spišák, 2017). Thus, further exploration is required of youth’s sense-
making practices, signaling a move in direction from harms-focused effects research 
towards understanding what would be meaningful and beneficial for youth in terms 
of support.

Understanding Gendered Patterns

Variation in understanding between the stakeholder groups also appear to reflect 
gendered understandings of IP, as shown by gendered patterns that map across youth 
and adult findings. Wider social understandings are relevant to interpreting these 
findings. For example, boys and gender diverse youth reported that they watched 
IP for sexual gratification, and this was a primary motivation for viewing IP, which 
corresponds with existing research that consistently reports on young men’s sexual 
excitement in relation to IP (Coy & Horvath, 2018).

Girls listed curiosity rather than sexual gratification as their main reason for 
viewing IP and placed “as a way to learn about sex” third, which did not feature 
in the top five reasons given by boys or gender diverse youth. Such differences 
can be understood in relation to gendered meanings of pornography, which are 
underpinned by broader understandings of women’s and men’s sexual desire and 
what is considered appropriate gender behavior in sexual matters (Spišák, 2017). 
It is socially permissible for boys to show an interest in IP as a source of sexual 
pleasure, and so it was possibly easier for these participants to provide sexual 
gratification as their main reasons for viewing IP than their female counterparts 
(Tolman & McClelland, 2011). Furthermore, as some research has shown, “girls 
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perceive themselves as being unnatural if their desires do not revolve around 
boys” (Spišák, 2017, p. 368). Accordingly, the motivation of viewing IP to learn 
about sex and sexual acts given by girls—and not boys—may represent a socially 
desirable presentation of femininity. This use of IP as a learning tool for how to 
‘do’ sex, for young girls especially, needs to be investigated further (Jackson & 
Scott, 2007).

Limitations

There were several limitations of the present study. Difficulty in recruiting schools 
to participate on research related to sex and sexuality has been experienced by other 
researchers in New Zealand and internationally (e.g., Baker, 2016; Stanley et  al., 
2018), and this research was no exception. Uptake by schools was less than antici-
pated; nine of the 249 schools contacted agreed to participate. Although some prin-
cipals commented that the research was important and timely, they declined to par-
ticipate due to apprehension about the topic, drawing young people’s attention to IP, 
time constraints, religious ethos of the school, and other characteristics of the school 
population. Thus, this is not a representative study; schools that participated were 
invested in some way in sexuality education more broadly. Our findings do not rep-
resent the views of youth and adults from schools where there is no such investment. 
Thus, using schools as research sites and principals as gatekeepers, while benefi-
cial in some respects, was also potentially problematic in that power relations were 
exacerbated; only young people, educators, and caregivers associated with schools 
who agreed to participate had the opportunity to take part. Future work that seeks to 
make inferences based on group and/or gender should read these results within this 
context, and garner perspectives from a more representative sample.

A further limitation was the missing data for two questions related to the edu-
cators’ group due to a problem with the survey setup that was not detected until 
data collection was completed. This meant that two questions (i.e., primary edu-
cators about sex and sexuality, and primary motivation for viewing IP) could not 
be explored in full.

We are aware that there are issues with measurements in this field of research 
(Fisher & Kohut, 2020). Our questions were derived from the literature, and there 
are issues with that literature, just as there are issues with the use of Westernised, 
individual-orientated scientifically-grounded measurements/scales concerned 
with psychometric properties. Our research was exploratory, and our analyses 
were descriptive only. Hypotheses were not appropriate to the study aim, and 
we did not test for generalisable differences using inferential statistics given the 
nature of the sample. Future research that does aim to make inferences or make 
generalisations may wish to take a different analytical tack.

Finally, although not attended to in our research, there are documented differ-
ences in IP use not only by gender but also by sexual orientation (Bőthe et al., 2020). 
Future research could collect information about sexual orientation and consider how 
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that may influence both youth experiences as well as access to sexuality education 
through domains of sexual socialisation such as caregivers and educators.

Conclusion

Overall, in keeping with international and local findings, these young New Zea-
landers are encountering IP, intentionally or otherwise, in the early teenage years. 
Although caregivers and educators are aware of youth encounters with IP, there is 
a lack of open communication between these significant adults and young people 
about the topic. Additionally, there are convergences and divergences in understand-
ing youth encounters with IP between the stakeholder groups and across genders, 
particularly regarding youth motivations for viewing IP and youth’s primary sources 
of information about sex and sexuality. More in-depth research with these three 
stakeholder groups, especially representing a broader range of perspectives about 
sexuality education, would be valuable in order to unpack these synergies and dis-
crepancies, to ultimately inform how to best support youth in navigating IP. If IP 
is to be accepted as a new cultural resource for youth, the next step is to explore 
with youth how they make sense of such a resource, and how these understandings 
might manifest in gendered ways based on available social discourse. Thus, further 
research on the socio-cultural norms that exist to shape the gendered ways in which 
youth engage with IP would be valuable.
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