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Unizon is a national association comprising over 130 women’s shelters, young women’s empowerment 
centres and other support activities which work for a gender equal society free from violence.  We work 
every day for the rights of women and children, always in line with our knowledge about violence, gender 
and power. In this report we show how men’s violence against women expresses itself in the pornography 
and prostitution industry. Using research, quantitative data and interviews we present a picture of the 
relationship between these phenomena, on both a societal and an individual level.     

Part One of the report describes the work of the 
shelters and centres in their meetings with, primarily, 
women and girls who are victims of and in prostitution. 
The shelters and centres meet women who are forced 
to have sex with their husbands in order to clothe 
themselves and their children, girls in their last years 
of school who meet sex purchasers as a form of self-
harming, women who sell sex in exchange for drugs or 
a roof over their heads and women who are victims of 
human trafficking. We want to present a picture of what 
prostitution is like in Sweden today, and we are sharing 
our knowledge and ideas with you who work with pe-
ople in some way. In Part Two, Max Waltman, PhD and 

a researcher and teacher in political science at Stockholm University, shows how the pornography indu-
stry contributes to violence and attitudes that support violence against women and why the pornography  
industry is an obstacle in the work for an equal society free from violence. He summarises the current 
knowledge and makes proposals for political solutions. 

A number of things have become clearer during the work with this report. The first is that the Act on 
Prohibition of the Purchase of Sexual Services (the Sex Purchase Act) is a help in the feminist, social work. 
The shelters and centres can refer to the Act to make it clear that the person who buys sex is responsible for 
their actions and is committing a crime, and the Act is a way of relieving feelings of guilt and shame from 
the person seeking support. 

The second is that Unizon’s call for more social support for persons in prostitution must be repeated. 
New centres must be opened in addition to those in Stockholm, Malmö and Gothenburg and both social 
services and non-profit women’s shelters and young women’s empowerment centres must have a greater 
general understanding of how we can help people with experience of prostitution. Many shelters and 
centres already work actively to listen for, ask about and be open to stories of experiences of prostitution 
from the women they meet, and even more can become better at it. We know that there is a high number 
of unreported cases, even among those who turn to the shelters, and that women often initially seek help 
for some other form of exploitation.    

Preface

Zandra Kanakaris and Olga Persson, Unizon 
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The third is that while there are many different experiences of having received payment for sexual acts 
they are often linked to other forms of exploitation. As with women in the pornography industry, they 
involve other forms of sexual assault, substance abuse, poverty, self-harming or some other exposure to 
violence. 

As a national association for women’s shelters, young women’s empowerment centres and youth 
support centres we are taking our responsibility for the lessons learned through this report by working to 
increase the knowledge about the pornography and prostitution industry among our members.  At the 
same time, we will continue to demand that the government, municipalities and other organisations also 
take their responsibility for developing the support and the preventive work which targets the real pro-
blem, men’s demand for pornography and for the right to buy sexual services.  This work must build on 
the knowledge that buying sex is a crime which is committed primarily by men and which affects women, 
girls, men, boys and transgender persons.

The purchase of sex and what is today mainstream pornography, the so-called gonzo porn, have no 
place in an equal society free from violence. With the Sex Purchase Act, society has taken some of the 
responsibility. What remains now is to increase the support to those exploited, more work with prevention, 
to strengthen the legislation and the way it is applied by the judicial system.     
 

Zandra Kanakaris
Chair, Unizon
 
Olga Persson
Secretary General, Unizon
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Unizon’s member organisations offer support, accommodation and protection to thousands of 
women, young people and children every year.  In this first part of the report we have taken a close look 
at the shelters’ meetings with, first and foremost, women and girls who have experience of prostitution.  
We also describe the work of the shelters, what they are calling for in order to be able to develop their own 
activities and how support from society in general can be improved. This includes an interview with the 
PRIS network with tips and advice for both the shelters and social services, and an example of a counsel-
ling method which is used by some of Unizon’s shelters.

Member survey on the work with individuals who have  
received payment for sex  

Result – summary

 Almost one in two of Unizon’s member organisations had in 2014 had contact with people seeking support 
who have reported that they have been paid for sex

 In one year 48 shelters and centres supported 262 individuals with experience of prostitution
 At an estimate, Unizon’s member organisations came into contact with approximately 450 individuals with 

experience of prostitution in 2014
 The number of unreported cases is probably high – the most common reason for contacting a shelter or cen-

tre is not sex in return for payment but some other form of violence or abuse
 Almost 9 in 10 of those who report experience of prostitution are women and girls under the age of 18
 The most commonly described need for support in relation to experiences of prostitution is help to deal with 

feelings of guilt and shame 
 Most of the conversations regarding pornography describe how a boyfriend/husband forced the person see-

king support to watch pornography, or filmed them having sex.

Part 1. Exploitation  
– meetings with people in prostitution and stories 
from social work

About the survey

The responses from a member survey of Unizon’s member organisations conducted in February-March 
2015 are shown below.  The survey was web-based and consisted of 10 questions about prostitution and 
pornography. The answers relate to 2014. The survey was sent to 112 shelters and centres and the level of 
response was 43%. The participating shelters accurately reflect the make up of the association. Since the 
shelters do not always have information regarding, for example, the exact age of the person seeking sup-
port, the statistics are based on estimates.
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One in two shelters
Almost one in two of Unizon’s member organisations had in 2014 come into contact with people seeking 
support who have described experiences of prostitution/being paid for sex, 23 of 48 of the shelters and 
centres which took part in the survey. In 2014 the 48 shelters which responded to the survey supported a 
total of 262 individuals, the majority of whom were women and girls under the age of 18, with experience 
of being paid for sex. If the shelter which had contact with the largest number of individuals seeking sup-
port (133) is excluded from the selection this implies an average of almost three individuals with expe-
rience of prostitution seeking support per shelter/centre and year. Unizon’s 112 member organisations 
(including the shelter with a very large number of individuals seeking support in this category) came into 
contact with an estimated 450 individuals with experience of prostitution in 2014. There is, however, rea-
son to believe that considerably more of those who seek support have experience of prostitution than those 
who talk about it.  

The number of support contacts within this category varies strongly from organisation to organisation. 
Many shelters and centres had come into contact with a small number of individuals who said they had 
received payment for sex, while one shelter which specialises in sex as a form of self-harming, sex for pay-
ment and sexual assault had come into contact with 133 individuals with experience of prostitution. One 
shelter which specialises in women with addiction problems had also come into contact with significantly 
more women with experience of prostitution than the average. 

The majority contact a shelter or centre because of another form of abuse – unreported 
cases likely 
In the majority of cases, the individual has contacted the shelter or centre because of another form of vio-
lence or abuse, and the experiences of prostitution have emerged later during conversation. In some cases 
prostitution is part of a wider pattern of violence which includes physical, mental, economic and sexual 
violence. The person seeking support may have an addiction or self-harming behaviour which is in some 
way related to the experience of prostitution. They may also be ashamed to say that someone has given 
them money, drugs, food or things in exchange for sex, or that they have been forced into having sex with 
their partner in order to buy clothes for themselves or their children. The survey shows that the most com-

Participating organisation 

Women’s shelters (64 %)

Young women’s empowerment centres (26 %)

Youth support centres (4 %)

Other  (6%)

64%26%

4%
6%
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mon need for support in this target group is to deal with feelings of guilt and shame.  It is probable that a 
larger number of those seeking support would describe various forms of sex in return for payment if the 
shelters and centres were more active in asking about and drawing attention to the question of payment for 
sex. 

The majority are women and girls 
Almost 9 out of 10 (85%) who report experience of having sex in return for payment are women and girls, 
but boys under the age of 18, transgender people of different ages, and men also seek support from the 
shelters and centres for experiences of prostitution. The shelters and centres estimate that 6 in 10 of those 
who report experiences of prostitution are adult women while one quarter are girls under the age of 18.  
Approximately 1 in 20 (5%) who contact the shelters regarding this question are transgender persons, and 
the same figure applies to boys under the age of 18 and men respectively.  The most common type of sex-
ual purchase is physical sexual services, such as intercourse or oral sex, followed by sexual services online, 
for example via a web camera. There are also cases of sexual services being provided over the telephone, 
participation in pornography or striptease.  

1. Since some shelters do not keep statistics of ages or know the age of the person seeking support, these estmates are based on the number for which the 
shelters have estimated gender and age.  These were 191 of the total selection of 262 individuals.  

Need for support
The need for support described by most shelters is help to deal with feelings of guilt and shame in rela-
tion to having received payment for sex. Other needs highlighted are the need to talk about what they 
have been through and to be given confirmation that the guilt and responsibility lie with the person who 
purchases sex or subjects them to violence.  Help to exit prostitution is another need mentioned by several 
shelters, for example help to break a pattern of anxiety behaviour or dependence.  Other needs for support 
described are fear of the perpetrator, help in contacts with the authorities, the need for accommodation for 
people in addiction, feelings of isolation and resignation and a need for support related to some other form 
of violence. 

Who describe experiences of prostitution?

Women (60 %)

Girls up to age 18 (25 %)

Transgender people, women/girls, men/
boys, or people who identify in other ways 
(5 %)

Boys up to age 18 (5 %)

Men (6 %)

60%25%

5%
6% 5%
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Examples of needs for support described by the shelters:

Remove the guilt. Reduce anxiety. To have the opportunity to talk about it
 Feels shame for own part played and needs to be relieved in question of who is 

responsible. This also applies in cases as young as 12-14 years old.  

 Is what he did OK (morally and legally)? Handle guilt and shame. Need to talk 

about it.  

 Afraid of the perpetrator. 

 Questions in relation to addiction, sex in return for alcohol, need for accommo-

dation for people with ongoing addiction.

 Questions about the ”relationship” with the person who uses them for sex. E.g. 

a teacher the person seeking support has sex with in exchange for things

 The sex has become an addiction. How to cut down? Diseases. 

 Needs to talk to someone, have confirmation that it is not his fault other men 

want to have sex with him

 Contacts with authorities, protected personal details, counselling.

 

Examples of conversations about pornography: 

 Most common: watches pornography, has a partner who uses pornography in 

various ways in acts of violence.

Forced to take part in a film, watching pornography and filming pornography.  
 Abused by e.g. being forced to watch porn films. Also girl who was coerced into 

sending naked pictures of herself to boys.  

 Help to break obsessive-compulsive watching of porn.

 Questions about why pornography is often insulting to women, and what kind 

of pornography one can watch which is not like that.

Conversations about pornography
One shelter in four reports that they receive questions from, or have conversations with, people seeking 
support which are related to pornography.  In the majority of cases the person seeking support has been 
forced to watch pornography by a partner and/or a partner has filmed them having sex. 
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Interview  
“At least 70-80 %, say that porn plays some part in the 
act of violence” 

The Frida women’s shelter is located in a residential area in Hässleholm. It offers women 
who have been subjected to violence support in the form of accommodation, counsel-
ling and advice on what support the various authorities can provide. The shelter also has 
activities and counselling conversations for accompanying children, and is planning to 
open a shelter for men or couples who have been subjected to, for example, honour-related 
violence and oppression. Lotta Otterdahl, the executive manager, describes the shelter’s 
work with women who have experience of prostitution. 
 
Describe your target group.  
Most of the people we meet are women who have been subjected to violence by a man they are in a rela-
tionship with, and children who have witnessed violence against their mother.  We also meet women who 
have been the victims of honour-related violence and oppression. Sometimes women who are threatened 
by criminal gangs need protection and accommodation at the shelter.  The threat is often a consequence of 
the woman’s husband or son being involved in criminal behaviour, and the woman or mother is then used 
as a target in order to get at the man.
 
Do you meet women who have received payment for sex?
Yes, mainly two kinds. We meet many women who have been subjected to violence who are forced to have 
sex with their husband or boyfriend in order to get a bus pass or clothes for themselves and their children.   
This is something she does so she and her children can survive.  We also meet women who have been 
forced to sell sex or have been the victims of trafficking.  Here in the country we often meet women who 
have been lured to Sweden under false pretences by a Swedish man who has sold her to other men. Others 
have been exploited and abused in different ways throughout their lives, in their home country and then in 
Sweden.

Does the subject of porn ever come up in conversation?
I make a risk assessment with everyone who is given a place in the shelter and that includes questions 
about pornography.  70-80%, at least, say that porn plays some part in the violence. It’s part of everyday 
life.  Sometimes the person seeking support is forced to watch porn films, or her partner wants her to wear 
clothes or do things that he’s seen in porn films. And she often goes along with it so that he won’t be angry 
or the violence won’t get worse.  It’s also common that men have filmed sex and threaten to distribute 
photos and films.  But when we report these threats or the distribution of photos to the police they don’t 
take it very seriously. And that’s terrible, because if you’re going to violate someone then sexual degreda-
tion is one of the worst ways. We have to be better at seeing and talking about sex and sexual violence on 
all levels.
 
What kind of support is needed?  
Women who have been forced to sell sex and been subjected to trafficking have been so severely violated. 
They often feel they are completely worthless.  So it takes a lot of time and effort for them to rediscover 
their own worth, process the violence and find their own sense of pleasure. Or build up a feeling that they 
are worth something for the first time. Some of the women we meet have been abused since they were chil-
dren so it’s a huge job just to break the normalisation of assault and the purchase of sex.
 
How do you work?
We provide accommodation, dialogue, advice regarding contacts with the authorities, and also make sure 
we get extra support from professional counselling outside the shelter when necessary.  Prosititution has 
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often been a way to survive economically, so she needs both economic support and security so she won’t be 
exploited again. We have to remember that just as a woman whose husband subjects her to violence finds 
a certain security in the relationship, so women in prostitution may feel some security in that. So we have 
to help her build up a new form of security, and to start with, we represent that. If the crime has not been 
reported, we contact the police with the agreement of the woman. Unfortunately, I think that the women 
who are victims of human trafficking or forced to sell sex are invisible in the judicial system. If the victim 
of a crime has been both subjected to violence and forced to sell sex, the question of prostitution fades into 
the background during the trial. The 
focus is on the violence. I think there is 
an idea sometimes that women from a 
migrant background who are forced to 
sell sex in Sweden “did it so they could 
come here”. It is seen as a strategy on 
her part, which is considered as mitigat-
ing circumstances in the crime of which 
she is the victim.   
 
How could support from society 
be improved? 
The municipalities and county councils must be open to these stories. The women who are forced to sell 
sex and who have been victims of trafficking have been placed with us by the local social services because 
they have been subjected to violence. Not because someone has seen that she has been exploited in pros-
titution or forced to have sex in order to support herself, and reacted. Prostitution and human traffick-
ing must be recognised as the big problems they are and all of us who work with women who have been 
subjected to violence must be really open.  Dare to ask, dare to see and listen to their stories. Never impose 
guilt but be clear about what rights she has.  If you have established trust with the person who is abused 
she will not take offence but rather see it as a sign that you care. When I make risk assessments I always tell 
them first that there will be questions of a sexual nature, so that it does not come as a surprise.  And I also 
say that I’ve heard it all before, so there is nothing that can shock me.  

Questions from individuals seeking support online at 
Tjejjouren.se and the women’s shelters  

Question from: Aaa
I live with my partner and our three children. We’ve been together for 13 years, we were young when we 
met.  Right from the start of our relationship he showed signs of a need to control.  It didn’t take long before 
he wouldn’t let me see my friends, he 
said they weren’t good for me, that 
they weren’t real friends.  One of these 
friends was my best friend since we 
were children. He always wanted to 
know where I was who I was with even 
if I was out with my mum. He asked questions to test me it was like a cross-examination.   
[…] If we’re going to do something at work like go out together for a drink after work or the Christmas party 
or whatever. I can forget about going. It’s such a hassle. Two months of arguments beforehand he has to make 
me feel small or buy me out of going to the party. If you skip the party then you and I and the kids will go and 
buy you some new clothes or you can order something.  When I have managed to get him to let me go there 
are always rules he has to pick me up and there’s always a time like 11pm.  If I’m not there on time I have to 
be punished.  Not assault or anything like that but things he gets to buy or I’ll let him do to me or things I have 
to go along with that I don’t want to. And then there’s more and more and more….  […]  I should  also say 

We meet many women who have been 

subjected to violence who are forced to 

have sex with their husband or boyfriend 

in order to get a bus pass or clothes for 

themselves and their children. We also 

meet women who have been forced to 

sell sex or have been the victims of  

trafficking”

If I want more I usually have to do a 

deal with him.  Or I’ll have to agree to 

something sexual” 



13

that I don’t have any money. I have to put my salary into his account because he takes care of the bills and the 
shopping and I have to ask for money and tell him what I want it for. And we’re only talking about 50-100 kr 
if I want more I usually have to do a deal with him.  For example … if I get 300 kr then he’s allowed to buy 
some electronic gadget for 1000 kr. Or I’ll have to agree to something sexual.  I should point out that this is 
everyday life for me,this is what my life has been like since we met. [...] 

Question from: Should I
hi! My boyfriend wants me to strip for him...  Is it OK to do that? I don’t really know what I think …… OK, 
he often films us when we’re doing things .... i can go along with that... but stripping feels weird. I got so mad 
with him when he said it .. i was like 
WHAT? I don’t even really know how 
to do it … i’ve had a look at youtube 
and stuff  ... i mean I knew what it 
was but i’ve never like thought about 
it before …….. i feel that it’s not really 
like me. But I’m up for most things, I mean what can go wrong …? Should I or shouldn’t I? I don’t know …. 
Thanks in advance! 

My boyfriend wants me to strip for him...  

Is that OK?”
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Interview 
“The purchase of sex can be like a normal chat con-
versation where the boundaries are moved. Or that a 
friend of a friend gives you money for sex”

Over 40 young women’s empowerment centres and youth support centres are members of 
Unizon. They meet young people who wonder about and need support in questions related 
to violence, assault, family, relationships, their body and much more. In this interview we 
meet the leader of a young women’s empowerment centre in a medium-sized Swedish town. 
Relatively few of those seeking support that the centre comes into contact with describe 
experiences of prostitution. We have therefore decided not to name the centre in question.  
 
Describe your target group. 
The people who contact us are mainly young women and girls. The average age is 17 but we come into con-
tact with both 12 year olds and 27 year olds.  Last year we had 328 counselling conversations and the most 
common topic is identity and self-esteem, closely followed by rape and sexual violence and different kinds 
of problems they experience in their 
family. Around ten girls who contacted 
us last year told us they had experience 
of being paid for sex.  
 
What kind of situation might 
those who have experience of 
prostitution be in?
The public debate focuses on adult women in street prostitution. I think very few young girls identify with 
that.  For them, the purchase of sexual services can be like a normal chat conversation where the bounda-
ries are moved. Or that a friend of a friend gives you money for sex. The purchase of sexual services has 
moved into the private rooms thanks to the internet and telephones. Sex in return for payment is often one 
of several problems the girls who have experience of prostitution who contact us tell us about.  She may 
have been raped, and sex in return for payment has become a form of self-harming behaviour. She feels 
disgusting and that she is a bad person and thinks that sex and being abused are all she is good for.  Or 
maybe she wants to have the same things as everyone else but the family is too poor and she is too young 
to work.  Or she might be a single mother with no further education. Then it becomes a way of making 
money, there is a market.  
 
What kinds of support are needed?
There are strong feelings of guilt and shame among those who have been paid for sex, because they them-
selves have been active in some way when they have met the buyer and sometimes taken the initiative.  
Some are worried and want to know if they have done anything illegal and want to check with us: Do we 
think she’s OK? Or do we think she’s disgusting and a bad person in some way.  Apart from this, the need 
for support is more or less the same as for other people seeking support.  Someone who will listen, not 
judge, and lay the blame where it belongs – in this case with the person who buys sex.  The Sex Purchase 
Act is a great help because we can explain that the legislation has been designed to protect the person who 
receives payment for sex while the purchaser is actually committing a crime.
 
 

The people seeking support need someo-

ne who will listen, not judge, and lay the 

blame where it belongs – in this case 

with the person who buys sex”
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And how do you respond to them? 
We have our guidelines that apply to all counselling conversations: to listen, support and reinforce and not 
to judge, value, or impose guilt. In individual chat conversations we must realise our limitations and try 
to do what we can so that she does not become more vulnerable.  Is there anyone who knows where she is 
or what she does? Is there a risk that she will be subjected to violence? When we can support them for a 
longer period of time we can go into things more deeply and have more possibilities to focus on how she 
is feeling, what her options are and what kind of network she has. The Sex Purchase Act helps us to lift the 
burden of guilt and responsibility from her shoulders.  At the same time there’s a fine line between laying 
the blame where it belongs, with the buyer, and at the same time not taking away the support seeker’s 
agency or ability to take action. If all we do is say “you are a victim” and “you have been exploited” then I 
think we’re doing the person seeking support a disservice. Because she often feels that she has been active 
and that makes her very ashamed.  Instead we can confirm that she is a capable person who has now real-
ised that taking payment for sex makes her feel bad – and that she can use her energy to find alternatives 
which make her feel better.  It is very important to make sure she sees her active behaviour, not least the 
big, brave step of contacting us and telling us what she has been through.  

Questions from individuals seeking support online at 
Tjejjouren.se and the women’s shelters 

Question from: Mathilda
[…] I desperately need money. And 
a man has offered me 500 kronor for 
every time I let him see me naked 
on the cam plus send him pictures. I 
haven’t answered him, but I’ve prom-
ised lots of people I care about that I 
won’t do it. And I won’t do it.  I’m so 
tired of all the dirty old men out there.  How can they dare and how can they even think of asking a thirteen 
year old girl if she wants camsex and stuff like that. It’s so sick. I just want to wipe them all out.  How did I get 
like this? How did I come to be just about sex. Why does it feel like I’ve become some kind of sex symbol? It’s 
just not right. I hate it. How the hell can I get rid of this feeling? I’m so afraid of my thoughts too.  My life isn’t 
at all super bad ….  But I still secretly pray that I’ll be in a car crash or something and die […]

Question from: Angry 
Ive got a question about sex descri-
namation, don’t know how to spell 
it. So why is it ok for young boys 
(like in year 4) to talk about “porn” 
they’ve seen on the internet and 
stuff like that and everyone thinks 
it’s so fucking normal?! ive watched 
some as well, girls/boys with hardly any clothes on and im a girl. But if i talked about it everyone’d  think 
it was disgusting.  Why is it like that, us girls are at least as sexual as the boys (maybe not all of us) we just 
dont show it.  And another thing as well is that, everyone accepts that boys “masturbate”. But if a girl said she 
masturbated, guess what the reaction would be?// Angry 

Question from: I don’t get it!
I watch porn but I only enjoy it when it’s two girls doing it but I’m not lesbian because I’m madly in love with 
a boy. I don’t really enjoy any other porn. Is that abnormal???  Please answer!!!  

I desperately need money. And a man has 

offered me 500 kronor for every time I let 

him see me naked on the cam plus send 

him pictures. I’m so tired of all the dirty 

old men out there”

Why is it ok for young boys (like in year 4) 

to talk about “porn” they’ve seen on the 

internet and stuff like that and everyone 

thinks it’s so fucking normal?!”
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Conventions and  
legislation 

1949: United Nations Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and of the 
Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others
First Convention which mentions “traffic of women for sexual purposes” specifically and as a form of 
slavery.   

1979: Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
The Convention states that parties “shall take all appropriate measures, including legislation, to suppress all 
forms of trafficking in women and exploitation of female prostitution” (Article 6).

2000: UN supplementary protocol to prevent, suppress and punish trafficking in persons, 
especially women and children (Palermo Protocol) 
Supplementary protocol to the UN Convention on Transnational Organised Crime. Contains the first 
comprehensive internationally recognised definition of the crime of traffic in persons. Includes articles on 
how states shall prevent human trafficking by means such as legislation which counters the demand for the 
exploitation of women and children which drives human trafficking. It also obliges states to take measures 
to assist victims of human trafficking with physical, psychological and social support.  
 
1989: UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
The Parties to the Convention commit to protecting children against all forms of sexual exploitation and 
sexual assault. The Parties to the Convention adopt in particular all appropriate national, bilateral and 
multilateral measures to prevent the exploitation of children for prostitution or other unlawful sexual 
activity and the exploitation of children in pornographic performances and in pornographic material. 

1993: Swedish ban on arranging public pornographic performances 
The aim is primarily to counter prostitution and on inception was aimed primarily at sex clubs.   

1999: Swedish ban on the purchase of sexual services (The Act Prohibiting the Purchase of Sexual 
Services) and other relevant legislation 
The first Act in the world that makes it illegal to purchase, but not to take money for, sex. Attempts to 
purchase sex are also forbidden by law, as are procuring and gross procuring.

2002: Swedish ban on human trafficking for sexual purposes 

2011: EU directive on the prevention and combating of human trafficking and the protection of its 
victims  
Orders the member states to appoint national rapporteurs  and lays down, among other things, that: “All 
Member States should establish and/or strengthen policies to prevent trafficking in human beings, includ-
ing measures to discourage or reduce the demand that fosters all forms of exploitation, and measures to re-
duce the risk of people becoming victims of trafficking in human beings […]. In such initiatives, Member 
States should adopt a gender perspective and a child-rights approach.” (Article 25). 
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Interview 
“Some women have been lured to Sweden with false 
promises of a job, or accompanied someone they are 
in love with who has sold them for sex” 

ATIM is a women’s shelter and young women’s empowerment centre in Malmö. They have 
a home for women who have been subjected to violence and their children, as well as 
an open centre which offers support via telephone, email or face-to-face meetings.  For a 
number of years the shelter had a separate home for survivors of human trafficking for 
sexual exploitation in collaboration with Malmö municipality. The shelter regularly meets 
women who have experienced some form of prostitution. 
 
Describe your general target group.  
We meet women who have varying life situations and backgrounds, but by far the most common case is a 
woman who has been subjected to violence by her husband or boyfriend. We work with everything from 
physical and sexual violence to cases of stalking, economic violence and honour-related violence.  
 
What is your experience of meeting women who have experience of prostitution?
We used to have one place reserved for women who had been subjected to human trafficking for sexual 
exploitation in our shelter, in collaboration with Malmö municipality. We were responsible for the daily 
support and contacts with the authorities, while Mika Malmö, a municipal organisation which supports 
people in prostitution, was responsible for the more long-term work with treatment.  The police took care 
of police matters, and social services were responsible for the economic support.  Unfortunately the formal 
collaboration with a reserved place disappeared because many of these women did not have a residence 
permit, which meant we received no funding from social services. We had to pay the costs for the place 
ourselves and we could not afford that in the long run. It would have been different today, when Malmö 
has a more open attitude and a certain level of support for immigrants without papers. We still meet 
women who have experience of being paid for sex, but now they have been sent to our shelters by social 
services because of other forms of violence.  Their experience of prostitution comes up later, in conversa-
tion. 
 
What kind of situation might they be in? 
Some of the women we meet have been paid for sex in another home country than Sweden, some have 
been traded as commodities, and that can be a reason they have fled.  Others have recently arrived in 
Sweden or have a migrant background and are economically vulnerable.  In such cases, different forms of 
prostitution can be an opportunity to get money or clothing.  Some women have been lured to Sweden 
with promises of different jobs, or come with someone they were in love with who has then sold them for 
sex.   Then it can be a combination of violence in a close relationship and serious, organised crime.  We 
also meet women who have been victims of rape or other sexual assault and who meet buyers as a way 
of harming themselves.  In these cases social services have sometimes refused to fund a place in a shelter 
because they do not understand the mechanisms. They think she can just stop.  That is very sad because it 
means the progress we have made together with the woman is destroyed.  What is often needed is a long-
term approach with support on many levels, with everything from counselling to economic support, and 
which sometimes includes working with relatives.  
 
Describe your support work.  
We have what we need to be able to give support in the daily life and to manage crises. We work with 
empowerment and knowledge of rights, and actively communicate that we will listen to stories of sexual 
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violence and prostitution. Nothing is off limits here. What is important is to have a big amount of knowl-
edge and a small ear to listen out for different kinds of violence: “this could be prostitution”, or “this could 
be economic violence”. So you can understand the differences in the stories and can ask more about things 
that should perhaps be highlighted and processed. But we respect the expertise needed to work long-term 
and to treat experiences of prostitution and so we work with Mika Malmö. Our experience shows that it is 
difficult to talk about being abused. It is often even more difficult to talk about sexual assault and prostitu-
tion and we need more time if we are going to do a good job. There’s a fine line between not taking away 
the person’s own agency, but not accepting the version that they are solely responsible for what they have 
been through.  They are not. We have to confirm the defence mechanisms a woman has developed in 
order to survive, and highlight protection strategies and resistance. And at the same time help to make the 
assaults she has been subjected to visible and put them into words. But it has to be done gently and with 
respect.   
 
Does the subject of porn ever come up in conversation?
Yes, girls and women sometimes have questions about what they should agree to do in sexual relation-
ships. For example, if a boyfriend or husband wants to do something he has seen in porn.  Or if she has 
been forced to watch porn with her partner. Sometimes men have filmed or taken photographs during sex, 
or just when she is naked, and used these as a threat.  So porn can be part of the violence used.
 
How could the support for women with experience of prostitution be improved? 
Migrationsrätten behöver stärkas i form av ökad rätt till uppehållstillstånd för personer som utsatts för The 
immigration law needs to be strengthened, to give people who have been victims of crime, for example 
sexual assault or the purchase of sexual servicesincreased rights to residence. Women who have come to 
Sweden to join close family members may be afraid to report assault or that they have been forced to sell 
sex because of the fear of not being allowed to stay if they do not stay with their partner. Malmö munici-
pality has a relatively open attitude to immigrants without papers, with some possibilities of support from 
the municipality, and the same should apply in all Swedish municipalities. In general, what is needed is a 
greater knowledge about violence among everyone who comes into contact with people in their work. It is 
not enough just to “be there”, it requires a certain understanding of violence and the processes of violence 
so they do not flinch when they are entrusted with someone’s story.

Questions from individuals seeking support online at 
Tjejjouren.se and the women’s shelters

Question from: Isabelle
HELLO! I’m panicking and don’t know 
what to do right now ... But seriously 
I can’t keep all this to myself any more 
… I’ve been awake all night with panic 
attack after panic attack. It’s like this, I, like, sell myself, or whatever you call it. I’m a whore. But now it’s gone 
totally out of control, or did some time ago.  I’ve been doing this for maybe two and a half years, I’m 16.... I get 
texts and phone calls every day from men. Most of them are 30+. Most of them don’t pay me any more, but it 
doesn’t matter I don’t want them.  the ones who call themselves “regulars” are really violent, they take me back 
to their place, tie me up in their beds, hit me, push things up inside me  ..... Fuck, writing this makes me feel 
sick. But I can’t tell anyone who knows who I am. Or anyone who might report it. They’ve said that if I stop 
doing this or tell anyone they’ll kill me. Some of them. Have even threatened me with weapons. I can’t fucking 
take this any more. I’ll fucking kill myself soon, I can’t fucking take any more. My body hurts so bad all over, I 
can’t even fucking sit down. I fucking hate myself, for everything, for being the one who made the first contact. 
Because I let them do whatever they want to me and don’t say anything, not a fucking thing! Fuck I only have 
myself to blame. I don’t know what I want to say, just want to let off some steam…

The ones who call themselves ’regulars’ 

are really violent”
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Interview  
“They often feel overwhelmed by the number of pro-
positions from boys and men who want to buy sex 
and who keep calling until they get an answer” 

Zandra Kanakaris is the founder and executive manager of the young people’s support 
centre 1000 möjligheter (1000 possibilities), where Jenny Holmberg also works as a thera-
pist. 1000 möjligheter is open for young people of all genders and specialises in supporting 
young people who have experience of sexual assault or prostitution, or harm themselves 
through various forms of sex. In collaboration with another Unizon centre, Novahuset, 
they run the chat line Stöd online (Support online) which focuses specifically on sex in 
return for payment.  

Describe your target group
Most of those who call the Stöd online chat are young women aged between 18 and 20. They are a mixed 
group, mainly young women, but it would be misleading to say that “anyone” might receive payment for 
sex. Often something has happened to them which has led to the contact with sex purchasers and they 
may have a history of not feeling good. Some have been subjected to sexual assault, others have a self-
harming behaviour.  Some of those who contact us are in care.  But most live at home, are in their last 
years at school, and some say they keep up an image of themselves as happy and “successful”.  

What usually causes someone to contact you for support? 
The young people who contact us often feel really low or suffering from severe panic, they may be find-
ing it difficult to break the contact with sex purchasers or turn down propositions.  In some cases it might 
have started when they put out an ad on the net, in other cases, purchasers have contacted them via social 
media or dating sites. They often feel overwhelmed by the number of contacts and propositions from boys 
and men who want to buy sex and who call them over and over again until they answer.  They get in touch 
with us when they have understood that they do not feel good, that they need help and they have taken the 
important step of asking for it.  Sometimes they may have tried to get support somewhere else, for example 
from the school counsellor, but not been given the support they need.
 
Who are the people who buy sex? 
Men and boys of different ages. No-one has talked about women buying sex since the chat started. Most of 
those who buy sex make contact via internet.  Sometimes it starts with them buying or being sent pictures 
then it moves on to physical contact.  It is also quite common for the sex purchasers to have subjected 
those seeking support to violence or filmed the act of purchasing sex. Many young people we come into 
contact with persuade themselves that they are in control each time they meet a buyer. But their limits are 
not respected when they meet the purchasers and it often ends with them doing far more things than they 
had planned or being forced to do things they do not want to do.  In an initial contact via a web camera 
this might mean taking off more and more clothes. When they meet a purchaser it it might mean agreeing 
to anal sex even though they do not want to, that they have arranged to meet one person but more turn up, 
that they are raped and that the acts of purchasing and assault are filmed.    
 
What questions and need for support do those who contact you have? 
They need to talk to someone. But they also need practical advice and strategies for how to break the 
contact with the purchaser. Close down the net, switch off the phone, change phone number. It is hard 
for the person seeking support to break free from the sex purchasers because it means they must isolate 
themselves from the forums where they are also in contact their friends.  They have to switch off a large 
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part of their lives.  For many of them, the meetings with the purchasers become a way of reducing their 
anxiety.  It might be the only time 
they feel something or the only time 
they manage to switch off their emo-
tions.  That is why we also talk about 
sex as self-harm. Meeting the buyers 
both creates and reduces anxiety in 
a vicious circle. Some say they wish 
someone would lock them up and take away their phones and computers.  The boys and men who want 
to buy sex are always just a click away. So the need for support consists of everything from help with acute 
diversion tactics so the person seeking support will not need to meet a sex purchaser, to finding substitutes 
for surviving the anxiety.  The need for money, on the other hand, is very rarely mentioned.  
 
What kind of support do you offer? 
Many of those who contact us can tell us a lot about how they feel and what they have been through. At the 
same time they are often wary and afraid. They recoil easily. Pressure and exceeded limits are exactly what 
sex purchasers have subjected them to so many times.  That makes it difficult to sustain a contact through 
all the steps in the support model; the first step – the first contact – is often repeated several times.   The 
aim of our support method for this group is to give the person seeking support the courage to seek support 
outside the internet.  Young people in prostitution or who harm themselves in different ways through sex 
often need more long-term and continual contact. They need practical strategies to break the contact and 
support to build up their self-esteem.  Many of them think that sex is all they can do.  They also need help 
to understand how they feel. For example, there may be a conflict between  feeling that they meet a sex 
purchaser of their own free will and that it is no big deal on the one hand – “it’s only sex” – and feeling 
very bad about themselves on the other. Many of them have difficulty seeing the connection between being 
paid for sex and other things in life which cause and are a result of not feeling good, like problems sleeping 
and anorexia.  The fact that they meet the purchasers of their own free will and that they themselves make 
contact means they don’t see that the person who purchases is committing a crime. And that he is in a 
position of power in a number of ways in relation to the person who receives money for sex.   
 
What happens after the contact with you? 
We have to work from the assumption that the rest of society works as it should. Our support model is in 
many ways a form of initial support. Unfortunately it is not easy to find long-term help and we spend a lot 
of time looking for counsellors, social workers or psychologists with the right knowledge and tools.  We 
have built up a network in larger towns and cities but it is hard to do this in many parts of the country. We 
do not want to let someone seeking support go until we know they are in the right place.  
 
Do you have any suggestions for other people who come into contact with young people? 
When a young person is depressed, is being difficult or their grades at school are falling  – ask them about 
their experience of sexual assault and receiving payment in return for sex. Ask, ask and ask again! And talk 
to young people, not least the boys, about relationships, limits and reciprocity rather than about how to 
have sex. Don’t be afraid to talk about porn and the impressions of sex and relationships communicated in 
the media and on the internet.  

Questions from individuals seeking support online at 
Tjejjouren.se and the women’s shelters 
 
Question from K.M 
Hi.I heard about someone who had checked out a porn site to see what it was like and now I feel sick nearly 
all the time it was so fucking revolting the girls had to have the boy’s dick so far down their throats that they 
almost threw up! As soon as I hear the word sex I feel really sick! Is that what it’s like? if not why is it like that 
on porn sites? Now I NEVER want to have sex!!!!!!!!!

It is also quite common for the sex purcha-

sers to have subjected those seeking 

support to violence or filmed the act of 

purchasing sex”
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Counselling method: Stöd 
online   
The 1000 möjligheter and Novahuset centres jointly run the chat site Stöd online, where 
they use a counselling method with the same name. The method has been developed as 
an initial support for young people with experience of prostitution, in collaboration with 
Åsa Landberg (child psychologist and psychotherapist), Linda Jonsson (social worker and 
doctoral student in child and youth psychiatry) and Mika Nagata (Mikamottagningen in 
Stockholm). 
 
Other actors can also use the method in conversations with young people, provided that they have the 
relevant knowledge of violence, prostitution, treatment and counselling techniques. The method consists 
of five steps which are briefly described below. The full instructions manual can be downloaded from 
1000mojligheter.se, and other sites. The Stöd online chat is at stodonline.se.  
 
Conversation 1  - Security, trust, offer. The purpose of the first conversation is to build trust so the per-
son seeking support will want to return for more counselling.  This first step is repeated many times for 
many of those seeking support. Building trust can take time.   
 
Conversation 2 -A picture of the exploitation. The second conversation takes its point of departure in 
questions like: How does the person seeking support feel right now? What kind of abuse do they face? 
What do they want to talk about?   
 
Conversation 3 - Life situation and network. Starts with questions such as: What is a “good” adult? Are 
there any “good” adults in their immediate environment, for example teachers, relatives, parents of friends 
or sports instructors? This awakens the thought of seeking further help or receiving support as a strategy 
for “survival”.  
 
Conversation 4  - Motivation for change. In the case of anxiety – what can replace the contact with sex 
purchasers as a means of relieving anxiety? What dreams does the person seeking support have, what kind 
of life do they want?   
 
Conversation 5 - Summary and evaluation. The aim of the final conversation is to establish forms for 
any continued support and to help the person seeking support to move on to, for example, social services, 
police or counselling.  
 
Treatment  
Some examples of starting points in counselling young people who have received payment for sex:  

 Listen to their story and show that we are not deterred 
 Remove guilt and shame. Clear focus on the perpetrator in the question of guilt. 
 Talk about any feelings of pleasure. Feeling pleasure or experiencing an erection/ejaculation, orgasm/

wetness during an assault can lead to strong feelings of shame and guilt.  It is not unusual and it can be 
necessary to talk about it in order to remove these feelings 

 Focus on the support seeker’s reality and any fears. They are the ones who are living in this and the fear 
can be a reason for not daring to take the next step in the process.  

 Provide hope. It does not always need to feel like this and there is a life where the abuse will not always 
define who they are.. 

 Dare to see, dare to ask!!!!! 

Note that the method must be used in conjunction with the instructions in full and with previous knowl-
edge. Taken from Samtalsmetod. Stöd online. Novahuset and 1000 möjligheter, 2013.
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Interview 
”�Experiences of prostitution among women with ad-
dictions are seen as secondary, part of the “general vi-
olence” which people believe characterises the world 
of addiction”   

Qjouren is a shelter in Stockholm for women who have been subjected to violence.  Qjour-
en takes women who have an ongoing addiction to alcohol, medication or drugs.  The 
shelter has five places and takes women from the whole country, but no children.  Lea Ho-
norine has worked at Qjouren since it opened in 2008. 
 
Describe your target group.   
The thing the women we meet have in common is that they have been subjected to violence. Other than 
that they are a rather heterogenous group.  We meet women who have an ongoing addiction or a history 
of addiction. We meet women who lead well-ordered lives with a job and a family who have developed 
an alcohol addiction as a response to their partner’s violence, or women who have a hidden addiction to 
prescription drugs.  But most of those we come into contact with live at least to some extent outside the 
welfare system. They are women who do not have anywhere to live or who move between hostels and re-
hab centres. 
 
What are their experiences of violence and prostitution?   
Most of them have been subjected to violence by a man they are living or have lived with. Some have been 
abused by several perpetrators: sex purchasers, pimps, or perhaps someone in the police force or at a rehab 
centre. And many of them have experience of prostitution. The purchaser might be a pimp who supplies 
them with drugs in return for sex, men they meet online, ordinary customers on Malmskillnadsgatan, 
neighbours, rehab staff or the friends of a boyfriend. For some it is an active way to get money, for others 
something that happens now and again that they do not regard as prostitution. They get drugs, protection 
or a home from a man and they know what to expect.  Now we’re seeing a discussion about young people 
who receive payment for sex and people are talking about it as if it was something new. What has hap-
pened is that the internet means a new, very big arena where men who want to buy sex can find children, 
whereas they may previously have had access mainly to children who did not have anywhere to live or who 
lacked protection from adults. But there have always been men who want to buy sex from children and 
many of the women we meet have been those children. They just have not been children that anyone has 
cared much about. 

Do you ask the women you meet about experiences of prostitution? 
Women are not usually referred to us by social services as a result of their experiences of prostitution but 
because they have been subjected to some other form of violence.  I think it is unusual that their experi-
ences of prostitution are recognised by the social authorities. Sex in return for payment comes up in the 
conversations we have here at the shelter, but it is often the last thing a woman talks about. The shame 
associated with prostitution is often worse than all other kinds of shame. We take it for granted that most 
of the women we meet here have some sort of experience of being paid for sex and try to make it clear that 
it is not something we will shy away from if they want to talk about it.  But I think that both we and others 
need to be better at talking about experiences of prostitution. There are often more ideas than knowledge, 
and many veils which make people uncertain.   
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What are the needs for support?
Some of the women we meet have a very long history of violence and assault and their need for treatment 
is immense. Living in prostitution and constantly having a high pace of survival takes its toll on both the 
body and the mind.  There is no way we can meet all their needs.  But we do much more than offer a place 
to stay and someone to talk to. In life, you do not go from the bottom to the top in one big step so the help 
must be adapted to that process.  In Sweden there are shelters for when you are at the bottom and then 
the places you can turn to when you have decided to start again. We need support and open places for 
the people who are in between. Some of the women we meet feel too far gone for centres that work with 
prostitution and prefer to turn to places for the homeless. These nearly always take both men and women, 
which is a problem. 

Why?
I can give you an example. A woman 
who lived with us went to an open 
treatment centre for her addiction, in 
a mixed group. At one of the meetings two of the counsellors realised that most of the women in the group 
had experience of prostitution. So they decided to give the women some time together while the men had 
coffee in the kitchen. What the counsellors did not realise was that many of the men in the group were sex 
purchasers the women had met on occasions.  None of the women were comfortable talking about their 
experiences of prostitution in that situation. Unfortunately I think that says a lot about how the experienc-
es of prostitution among women with addictions are regarded – as an aside which can be a bit of a prob-
lem. It is the same with experiences of being subjected to violence. It is regarded as part of the “general 
violence” which people believe characterises the world of addiction rather than as the crime of violation of 
the integrity of women it is. The rest of society treats them as if prostitution and violence are a normal part 
of the way they have lived.  The women we work with are part of a strong normalisation process and it is 
our duty not to normalise violence and the purchase of sex.   
 
How could support from society be improved? 
The social efforts must make the link between addiction, lack of money, homelessness, prostitution and 
violence.  Many of those we meet lack a home, a job and a social network and are therefore extra vulnera-
ble to men who are not looking for an equal relationship or who want to buy sex. Understanding the whole 
picture is essential if a woman is to be able to find help to create the conditions for getting away from the 
prostitution or a violent partner.  If the social services made use of the knowledge which shows that a 
majority of women in addiction are victims of violence, then support in the question of violence would be 
an obvious part of the efforts for this group. Instead, they rarely ask about experiences of violence and we 
often have to fight to have a woman placed with us.  She is regarded as an addict first and a victim of vio-
lence second. When the budget decides, it is cheaper for social services to place a woman in a hostel than 
in Qjouren. But how can you escape from an addiction if you are subjected to violence, or get out of prosti-
tution if you have no money or home? We need more money for accessible and parallel forms of support 
which build on a holistc understanding of addiction, material conditions, sex purchasing and violence.

Questions from individuals seeking support online at 

Tjejjouren.se and the women’s shelters.  

Question from: Unhappy girl
Hi am a 20-year-old girl who has 
had a hard time financially and I 
don’t get any help from my local 
council because I’ve been sick for a 
while etc. I’m trying and have tried to find a job every day. It’s got to a point where I haven’t had any money 
at all and have had to sell myself for money so I can afford to buy food, go to the doctor etc. I’ve got some al-
lergies and other problems which mean I need to take medicine every day. Because I don’t have any financial 

They get drugs, protection or a home from 

a man and they know what to expect”

I don’t want to do this any more, but it’s 

hard when you’re hungry and need  

healthcare”
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Simple and discreet   
– a documentary film about men who buy sex 

Many contacts for purchasing sex today are made via internet. But what are these mee-
tings like? The short documentary Simple and Discreet shows conversations and meetings 
with men who want to purchase sex. The following dialogues are taken from the film. 

OK, but I’d like to 
start with that anyway. 
I mean between your 
breasts, if that’s ok.

Do you swallow? 

Do you need money?

Really. It didn’t say that

OK... That’s not great, is it. 

No

No

Yes.

Yes

Right.

assistance even though I’ve told them about my problems, I just get rejection after rejection.  Since I started in 
prostitution I’ve been better off financially but mentally I haven’t felt good at all. There have been lots of times 
when I’ve thought about killing myself because I feel so disgusted with myself. I don’t want to do this any more, 
but it’s hard when you’re hungry and need healthcare.  Now I’ve got chlamydia and that’s made me feel I have 
to stop doing this, but I don’t feel like I have a choice.

Question from: …
Hi, i’m 13 & nearly 14, but my boy-
friend is 15 now & he’s been watching 
porn since he was little & he’s always 
trying to turn me on and stuff .. I’ve 
managed to persuade him that i don’t 
want to have sex till i’m 15, but of 
course he wants us to do it on the day i’m 15.. & so i feel i’m under even more pressure, and surely that’s not 
what sex is supposed to be like? I also want to know what masturbation and oral sex are? Thanks for your 
answer:)

My boyfriend is 15 now & he’s been wat-

ching porn since he was little…. i feel i’m 

under even more pressure, and surely 

that’s not what sex is supposed to be like?”

Do you suck without? 

Yes, of course you do. 
Everyone needs money.

Yes, I’m saving up for a holi-
day at New Year. So that’s what 

I’m trying to save up for. But 
I’m not sure if that’s going too 

far, you know, selling sex to 
get enough money, but …

That’s not for me to say. It’s up to 
you.  

It’s just that once you’ve 
crossed the line you’ve crossed 

it. That’s why I’m not sure.

Yes, well, I understand you. But 
at the same time it depends on 
your willpower.  If … not a good 
reason, but there is a reason, a 
goal or a dream you have.  I mean 
if you can have such strong will-
power and stop … then it can’t be 
a problem. Why don’t we start like 
this.  We can start with a quick 
blow job and then you can …..  If it 
feels alright after that then maybe 
we can meet again.  

Are you sixteen?
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OK, sure. But you’ll 
have to put the condom 
on. 

Oh right… This is a 
nice town. A great day.

Yes you do. Please. 
Please.

Yes, I don’t get any stu-
dent allowance now, so 

I’m desperate for money.  

Are you still at school? 

Where do you live? On cam-
pus? 

It’s lovely weather.

It would have been 
fun

I said it would have been 
fun. We could … do it in the 
car or something. If you think 
that’s ok.

Or we can meet in 
half an hour and you 
can do something nice 
with your hand for ten 
minutes, then we’ll say 
goodbye. 

No, I don’t actually 
live there. I’m in my 
last year at school.

No, I don’t know. I don’t 
know if I want to do it. I 

don’t know if it’s a good idea

No, 
I don’t want to..

If you want it with a con-
dom that’s absolutely fine.  

What?

What did you say?

OK… That’s nice 
of you.

Simple and Discreet was made by Ylvaa Johansson and Anna-My Novotny.  
Contact Unizon or one of our member shelters to book a viewing of the film.
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Interview 
”�We need more shelters and centres to take  
responsibility for prostitution”

Prostitutes’ Revenge in Society, PRIS, is a network of people who are currently in or have 
experience of prostitution. The network has 35 members from around Sweden who offer 
each other support, spread knowledge and take joint initiatives. Linda Hansson is a mem-
ber of PRIS and has lived in safe accommodation at a number of women’s shelters.  She 
describes her experiences of social support and how this support could be improved.  

Tell us something about PRIS.
We are a network of members of all ages across the whole country. Mostly it works like a mailing list, so 
you can be quite anonymous.  Everyone who has experience of some form of prostitution is welcome, as 
long as they have not bought sex or are a pimp or running some kind of brothel.  It would not feel at all 
safe if these people were allowed to join. If something happens or I need support or just want to get my 
thoughts down on paper I can do it, at three in the morning if I want to, and there will always be someone 
who answers. 

What experience do you have of other forms of support? 
The police put me in touch with Mikamottagningen2  in Gothenburg.  It was during a procuring case, and 
they supported me when I had to testify. Then I had counselling with them for four years and we’re still in 
touch. They helped me in my contacts with social services and healthcare and I don’t know where I’d be 
today if it wasn’t for them.  I know lots of others who feel the same. Sometimes you hear that you have to 
have quit or be on your way out of prostitution when you contact Mikamottagningen. That’s not true, it 
doesn’t matter who you are or what your situation is. 

Have you had any other support or protection? 
From what I have seen there is very little support for adult women in prostitution.  I have lived in different 
municipalities and had contact with different social services, and I have only ever met one case officer who 
understood that I needed protection. She had worked earlier with questions about the violation of women’s 
integrity. In most cases social services have not done any kind of threat and risk assessment. I have had to 
fight for protection and then heard “well, change your number then” or “don’t bother to answer”. That’s not 
really how it works.  Lots of buyers might know where you live, or have information they can use against 
you or threaten you.  Everyone should have the right to protection, even if they’ve put themselves at risk. 
And I don’t understand how you can grant someone protection and then not take any interest in what’s go-
ing on around them or what happens later.   I’ve kept all the numbers of the men who bought sex and can 
contact them as easily as anything. And I have done, when I’ve felt bad and not had anyone there to sup-
port me.  I wish I’d had social services behind me then.  But it’s always outpatient psychiatric care’s prob-
lem, or a matter for the women’s shelter or someone else’s responsibility. There aren’t any treatment homes 
either if you “only” sell sex or “only” have sex as a means of self harm.  So they often throw out questions to 
find a solution: “Don’t you have a mild addiction, so you can go to that unit?”

In my experience, social services don’t know how to treat people with experience of prostitution, so they 
try to reduce or ignore the problem. When I applied for money once I told the case officer that I’d man-

2. Mikamottagningen in Göteborg works with questions to do with prostitution and human trafficking. They offer counselling, support and practical 
help for people with experience of receiving payment for sex or using sex to self-harm.   
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aged to get out of prostitution for a while but that I’d fallen back into it. And she said: “Well then, you do 
get money if you’re doing that.”  She talked about it as a source of income. I didn’t know what to say.  When 
you need money and end up in different situations that are hard to get out of, that can be a reason why you 
fall back on prostitution. They put the blame on you and think you can choose not to be in prostitution. 
But maybe you can’t always when you’re in a difficult situation, and you’re often alone. Prostitution isn’t 
something you tell your friend about, it’s such a taboo and most people have a very special picture of it.

What experience do you have of contact with women’s shelters? 
I’ve been to several women’s shelters in different municipalities. Most of them have been really good, 
but they haven’t known much about prostitution. I think many shelters have a picture of an “ordinary” 
woman who has children and who is beaten by her husband.  And as an adult woman who has experience 
of prostitution you also stand out among the women staying at the shelter. I understand that the shelters 
have a lot to deal with and can’t please everyone, but you shouldn’t have to fight for protection and then 
feel: “What am I doing here?  Do I 
have  the right to be here?” I think 
the shelters should be able to put 
resources into helping women with 
experience of prostitution in the 
same way as they do by having chil-
dren’s experts.    

What advice would you give 
the shelters? 
At PRIS we don’t think there should 
be such a big difference between talking about prostitution and other sexual violence. If I’m subjected 
to violence by someone who buys sex, or if I sell sex and it doesn’t feel right, then that’s just the same as 
having sex against your will or someone doing something to you that doesn’t feel right. Why should we 
say there’s a difference? What we need is to be treated properly, for the problem to be taken seriously and 
the need for protection to be recognised.  You don’t want to be judged, you don’t want to be afraid to talk 
about what you’ve been through, and you don’t want to hear “So why don’t you just stop then?” I can con-
tact the buyers myself in just the same way as when you’re in a relationship and you go back to the person 
who hurts you. You need support to be able to get out. It’s great that there is chat support for young people 
today. Sometimes it’s easier to write about it than to talk about it. But we also need support and protection 
for adult women.   

How could support from society be improved in general? 
The Sex Purchase Act has given me security and I know that it has been the same for many others. At PRIS 
we believe that the discussion questioning the Sex Purchase Act is unnecessary when there’s so much else 
to deal with.  Social services need more knowledge and the collaboration with the women’s shelters needs 
to be better. At the moment the municipalities are using the shelters to do all kinds of things, like looking 
for flats for women, and that also makes it more difficult for them to take in women who don’t match the 
standard type. But women like us who have been exploited also have the right to protection. So we need 
more shelters with responsibility for working with prostitution and human trafficking. 

If I’m subjected to violence by someone 

who buys sex, or if I sell sex and it doesn’t 

feel right, then that’s just the same as 

having sex against your will or someone 

doing something to you that doesn’t feel 

right. Why should we say there’s a  

difference?”



Unizon’s demands 
 Better support for people in prostitution and people who want to 

leave prostitution

 The Swedish government must work to make more countries  

criminalise the purchase of sex

 Criminalise the act of purchasing sex abroad by Swedish citizens 

 Give people who are purchased in prostitution the status of victims of 

crime to make it clear that they are victims of the crime of purchasing 

sex   

 Continue efforts to prevent young people from ending up in prostitu-

tion with a particular focus on young girls who use sex as self-harming 

behaviour and LGBT individuals, and to prevent young boys becoming 

sex purchasers, with a special focus on norms for masculinity 

 Tighten up the legislation regarding children and the purchase of 

sexual services including the age at which strict liability is established.

 Highlight how pornograpy effect people, a governmental commission 

should be assigned to investigate how the legislation can be  

strengthened and how the circulation can be limited 

 Introduce sex education as a separate subject in school

 Introduce pornography-free environments

30
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Part 2 Demand
Pornography and men’s violence against 

women
 

Max Waltman, PhD
in collaboration with Unizon

 
2016
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All translations are the author’s own unless otherwise stated.
Max Waltman is a Wenner-Gren Fellow and will be a visiting researcher at Harvard University the 

academic year 2016/2017 at Weatherhead Center for International Affaris. Prior to that, Waltman 

was an assistant professor (universitetslektor) in political science at Stockholm University and 

Södertörn University. He has published scholarly and media articles on the politics of legal challen-

ges to sexual exploitation (prostitution/human trafficking), and on the politics of legal challenges 

to pornography and its connection with sex inequality and gender-based violence. He defended 

his doctoral thesis (monograph) entitled The Politics of Legal Challenges to Pornography: Canada, 

Sweden, and the United States at Stockholm University. Waltman’s work covers Canada, Sweden, 

the United States, and international law. His doctoral thesis analyzes the obstacles and potential 

of democracies to legally and effectively address the empirically documented harms arising from 

the production and consumption of pornography, with proposals for alternatives. It compares the 

politics of legal challenges to pornography within various democratic and legal frameworks, taking 

its point of departure in an analysis of the large body of empirical evidence and the cumulative 

research and knowledge showing that pornography is an unequal social practice – a form of sexual 

exploitation that contributes to sexual aggression and attitudes supporting violence against wo-

men and thus counteract equality. Waltman has participated in international conferences, been 

consulted by legislative bodies both in Sweden and abroad, and works with policy initiatives to-

gether with survivors of prostitution and human trafficking and with feminist groups. He was twi-

ce a visiting research scholar at the University of Michigan Law School during the period 2006–2008.
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This illuminating report provides a comprehensive, reliable, up-to-the-minute analysis of the available 
information on pornography and its harms and offers proposals for effective legal action against it.
Focusing like a laser on frequently asked questions and widespread confusions, the review of current 
knowledge on the realities of pornography’s making and the effects of its use is careful, lucid, and acces-
sible. If you have asked if pornography changes those who use it, or inquired whether the studies on its 
effects really do validly diverge, or pondered whether individual variation in responses undermines group 
effects, you will find answers here.  If you have heard all about heterosexual pornography but want to know 
more about gay male pornography, including the treatment of male performers, this report is for you. If 
you have wondered how the women in pornography got there, or whether nonviolent pornography can 
feed violence against women, or what is the difference between civil remedies and criminal proposals for 
stopping it, you have come to the right place. 

Beginning with the best available review of information on the people who are used to make porno-
graphy, the harms of its production are detailed. The vast majority of so-called performers or models are 
shown to be the same population that is exploited in prostitution: abused in childhood, desperately poor, 
discriminated against based on sex, race, ethnicity, and gender identity, often homeless and lacking in 
options, not freely choosing among them. Perceptively applying the now considerable knowledge pro-
duced by the growing international opposition to prostitution as an institution of gender-based violence, 
culminating in the Swedish model which prohibits buying people for sexual use, pornography production 
is exposed as a predatory arm of the sex industry. 

The engaging and concise description and critical dissection of the technical social science evidence 
from expert studies of consumers of pornography shows that the materials mass produce the same harms 
of sexual abuse inflicted in its production, mainly to women and children. Testimony and recent studies 
also show that some men and intimate relationships are damaged as a result of its consumption. Bringing 
together psychological experiments, real world population surveys, specific studies of vulnerable groups, 
and individual qualitative data, the report calmly documents beyond doubt its conclusion that “the 
majority of pornography consumption today leads to both more men’s violence against women and more 
attitudes that trivialize this violence” (chapter 3).

The genius of the Swedish model against prostitution is that it goes after what drives prostitution: the 
demand. To stop the pornography, what drives it must also be addressed: the supply. Prostitution, mostly 
controlled by pimps and traffickers, is supplied because there is a demand. Pornography is a business 
of organized crime designed to manipulate the consumer to want, hence to buy, more and more of ever 
more violent and abusive materials, so he becomes unable to be excited or satisfied sexually without it. It 
works. Pornography is demanded because it is supplied. It can only be stopped by going after that supply 
as a business, making the industry pay the actual cost of the damage pornography increasingly inflicts 
on societies through its production and consumption. This, together with the negative experience with 
prosecutors being typically unwilling to bring criminal cases against pornographers — a problem analyzed 
here as an additional reason to think outside the box — counsels in favor of providing civil routes of relief 
that can be effectuated by its direct victims to complement monetary relief and other penalties provided by 
criminal laws against sex trafficking.

 

Preface
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Pornography is a technologically sophisticated form of trafficking in women and children that is pene-
trating ever more deeply into societies and colonizing them ever more widely, including transnationally 
through the internet. Pornographers are by definition third parties benefiting from sexual exploitation for 
trafficking, at once a human rights violation and a transnational and domestic crime. Countries that have 
adopted the Convention on the Elimination on All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (art. 6) and 
the definition of trafficking in the Palermo Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons 
Especially Women and Children, Supplementing the U.N. Convention Against Transnational Organized 
Crime, are legally in a good position to implement them by interpreting or passing both civil and crimi-
nal laws against sex discrimination and sex trafficking that cover pornography, combining satisfaction of 
human rights imperatives with international due diligence obligations. 

Catharine A. MacKinnon
5 november 2015

copyright © Catharine A. MacKinnon 2015, 2016	
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Pornography is a deeply polarizing issue. Its critics raise concerns of sex inequality, sexual violence 
and exploitation – in other words, that pornography causes harms of discrimination, in particular against 
women. Its defenders invoke freedom of expression and sexual freedoms, focusing on the dangers of regu-
lation. Differences in opinion are particularly strong if we compare men and women as groups. Opinion 
surveys in countries such as Sweden and the United States have long shown that at least half of all women 
want to see stronger regulation to limit pornography – not infrequently a “total ban.”1 By contrast, signifi-
cantly fewer men share that view, even if around 35–40% may similarly wish to see stronger regulation.2 
    Yet the reason pornography is an important issue for women’s shelters and other organizations working 
to prevent and combat men’s violence against women is not primarily that it gives rise to differences in 
opinion between men and women. Historically, pornography has often played a part in the shelters’ work 
with clients; their experience shows that it acts as a catalyst and inspiration that contributes to men’s sexual 
aggression and negative attitudes toward women (cf. below chapter 3, pp. 63–64). These experiences are 
further corroborated today by a large number of international scholarly studies and public inquiries into 
pornography’s link to men’s violence against women that have been conducted in various countries since 
the 1970s (see further chapter 3).

Production and consumption

Material, production method, and production conditions
What is pornography and how is it produced? In media research and psychology it is commonly defined 
as “sexually explicit media that are primarily intended to arouse sexual desires in the audience.”3 Broad de-
finitions are generally followed by more specific sub-definitions in which the materials are categorized ac-
cording to whether they present sexual intercourse, oral/anal sex, sex with elements of violence, or posing, 
etc.,4 or whether they are violent, or nonviolent but nonetheless dehumanizing or degrading, or if they 
present equal, mutually pleasurable reciprocal sexual depictions that are not violent and do not degrade or 
dehumanize.5 Producing this kind of 
media, however, requires people who 
perform and are subjected to these 
sexual acts, unless the material con-
sists of, say, drawings or animations. 
The question, then, is which group of 
people typically participates? 

Studies and empirical evidence (described in greater detail in chapter 2) show how producers of porno-
graphy generally exploit the social vulnerability of individuals in order to recruit them. These performers 
have often been involved in various forms of prostitution prior to or in connection with their entry into 
pornography, and generally suffer from multiple disadvantages, which may include extreme poverty, 
severe sexual abuse and neglect during childhood, as well as discrimination on grounds of race, ethnicity, 
and gender or transgender identity/expression. Many lack an education and are generally ill-equipped 
in other ways to survive on the labor market and find alternative means of support, which in turn often 
leads to homelessness or other problems – a position of vulnerability making it easy for unscrupulous 
producers to exploit them to produce pornography. Current empirical evidence (see chapter 2) appears to 
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suggest that few groups, if indeed any, apart from, for example, some male sex purchasers, genuinely allow 
themselves to be purchased for sex in pornographic productions of their own free will for other reasons. In 
practice, the majority of prostituted persons6 lack real and acceptable alternatives to prostitution, whether 
or not it takes place in front of a camera. The link between prostitution and pornography is not, however, 
found only in the production stage; prostitution is also associated with the consumption stage. 

The effects of consumption on sex purchasing and men’s violence against women 
Studies have shown an association where men who use more pornography are also generally more inclined 
to purchase sex than men who consume less pornography are (see further chapter 3, pp. 65–66). Research 
as well as the experiences of both the sex purchasers themselves and of prostituted persons indicate that it 
is partly the sex purchasers’ use of pornography that inspires them to pay for sex with prostituted persons 
to a greater extent, for example to be able to imitate what they have seen in pornography together with 
other people (pp. 64-66). When partners or casual acquaintances are unwilling to take part, it is easier to 
purchase sex from prostituted persons who often lack other alternatives (see chapter 2) and thereby have 
little choice but to accept the wishes of the sex purchasers.

Looking at a large number of psychological studies that have used both experimental methods (experi-
ments with control groups) and naturalistic methods (e.g., questionnaires and interview studies), it is clear 
that men from among the normal population (not convicted, mentally disordered, etc.) who view more 
pornography become more sexually aggressive, are more likely to trivialize violence against women, and 
assume more gender-discriminatory attitudes than men who view less pornography (see further chapter 
3). Thus, pornography is linked to equality between men and women on a societal level, even if some men 
are certainly more influenced by pornography than others on an individual level.

The percentage of men and women who consume pornography 
In contrast to perceptions that women have increasingly begun to consume pornography in recent years, 
new anonymous surveys that offer a more precise measurement of consumption do not show any such 
change (see chapter 2, p. 39). On the whole, it is still only men who use pornography. A majority of young 
men report, for example, that they 
watch pornography on their own 
initiative at least every month, either 
on a daily basis or less frequently. 
Young women report that they watch 
pornography considerably less often 
(at the very most a small percentage 
do so more than once a week). It is more common for women to watch pornography after being initiated 
to do it by others (e.g., boyfriends, partners or casual acquaintances), in contrast to men, who normally 
watch alone and on their own initiative. In other words, the negative effects of the consumption of porno-
graphy on equality between men and women are also reflected in the fact that it is almost only men who 
actively watch pornography.

Particular vulnerability to consumption effects: prostitution and intersectionality  
While pornography appears to influence the relationship between men and women in general, research 
and experience suggest that those who are most affected by its harmful effects are primarily women who 
are abused by men, for example in prostitution or in close relationships (see, e.g., chapter 3, pp. 63–67). In 
other words, the negative effects have particularly serious consequences for groups who experience discri-
mination within more than one social structure – for example, women who belong to particularly vulne-
rable groups and are disadvantaged in different ways, such as by poverty, sexual abuse and neglect during 
childhood, violence in close relationships, or racism, homophobia and transphobia. In the field of gender 
studies and feminist research this situation of multiple disadvantages can be described in terms of intersec-
tionality – a term used when several discriminatory social structures converge, exacerbating the situation 
for the individual and making the politics required to change the oppression more complicated.7 
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Politics and legislation 
Pornography and men’s violence against women 
Within the women’s shelter movement, men’s violence against women, which has been shown to be linked 
to pornography, has been particularly regarded as a question of equality since it occurs systematically all 
over the world and contributes to sustaining men’s dominance over women. Consequently, along with 
working to raise consciousness among its active members, the movement has also worked to introduce 
men’s violence against women on-to the political agenda. This was done very successfully during the 
1990s. One example is that the UN system (and, later, other international and regional conventions and 
instruments that regulate human 
rights) now expressly recognizes that 
“violence that is directed against a 
woman because she is a woman or 
that affects women disproportiona-
tely” constitutes sex discrimination 
and, as such, a violation of women’s 
human rights.8 This type of violence 
is now often referred to in international law as gender-based violence, implying that this category can also 
more explicitly include closely related violence against homosexual, bisexual or transgender persons, as a 
result of norms regarding gender.
    Democracies are now generally committed to combating gender-based violence, recognizing that it is 
a form of gender discrimination regardless of whether it is committed by private individuals or states.9 
It should be possible to refer more or less directly to this recognition, for example, by demanding faster 
processing of men’s violence against women in the judicial system, or that women’s shelters should receive 
more public funding, as well as calling for legislation that does not simply protect vulnerable groups “on 
paper,” but also in practice. 
    If pornography contributes to gender-based violence, the question also arises to what extent democra-
cies should combat pornography in the same way they combat men’s violence against women in gene-
ral. Opinions, politics, and the legal situation are less clear on this issue than on the general question of 
gender-based violence, even if international sources of law do make declarations that place responsibility 
on states to combat pornography as a step in promoting equality.10 In order to judge how democracies 
should treat pornography in the light of men’s violence against women, the existing knowledge about the 
connection between pornography and gender-based violence must be systematically taken into account. 
This report therefore summarizes analyses of research and knowledge of the harmful effects of pornograp-
hy with regard to, among other things, men’s violence against women. It further analyzes what previous 
politics of legal challenges to combat the harmful effects of pornography can teach us about the obstacles 
and potential we have today to move forward in preventing and putting an end to gender-based violence 
and its connection with pornography.11 

Production and dissemination under Swedish law  

 Production. A number of important legal changes have taken place in Sweden that enable more effective 
legislation to combat the exploitation and harmful effects in the production of pornography than pre-
viously. The legislation on prostitution from 1999, which criminalizes those who purchase sex or promote/
exploit the prostitution of others, but grants those who are purchased for sex the right to support to exit 
prostitution, can now also be applied to the production of pornography (see below chapter 4, pp. 71–76). 
It is not possible to apply such a law effectively in countries where the prostituted person is seen as an “ac-
complice,” or where sex purchasing, brothel businesses, or other third party profiteering on other people’s 
prostitution is legal.12 In Chapter 4 it will be shown that there are no obstacles in Swedish constitutional 
law (the “basic laws”) to prevent the procuring laws from being applied to anyone who “promotes or in an 
improper way financially exploits that a person has casual sexual relations in return for payment” (Crimi-
nal Code 6:12) – even if the promotion/exploitation is integral in producing pornography whose dissemi-
nation is currently protected by the freedom of expression (below pp. 73–76).  
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One good example that demonstrates that there is a general legal principle of applying ordinary laws in 
areas that fall under the Swedish basic laws of freedom of expression is the noted verdict against the artist 
Anna Odell in 2009 (for more detail, see chapter 4, pp. 73–76). After making a film about the problems 
of psychiatric care, Odell was convicted of violent resistance and dishonest conduct despite the fact that 
her actions constituted an integral part of her artistic efforts that were otherwise protected by freedom of 
expression. Other good examples include rapists who have filmed their assaults, often with clear artis-
tic ambitions, but who have nonetheless not cited freedom of expression even to reduce their sentence 
(ibid.). In other words, it is difficult to see any reasonable legal principle as to why specifically pimps or 
sex purchasers who exploit prostituted persons to produce pornography do not need to follow the general 
law, while artists and other sex offenders do. If the judicial system were to apply the law as it is written, this 
would send a strong message to the general public that consumption of pornography is not acceptable, 
since it is typically based on the sexual exploitation of vulnerable human beings.

 Dissemination. When it comes to limiting the dissemination of pornography (notwithstanding the 
production and the legal questions it actualizes), Swedish law, like American, is relatively restrictive 
compared to countries such as Canada.13 Despite this, it is possible to make the existing laws in Sweden on 
pornography more effective by supplementing the constitutional law with anti-discrimination legislation 
– that is to say, bringing an action for damages, rather than a criminal prosecution (see further chapter 4, 
pp. 77–83). Such a law would make it possible for those groups affected by the harmful effects of porno-
graphy in particular to bring an action against those who produce or distribute the kind of pornography 
that scientific methods can show leads to discrimination and harm (ibid.). Organizations such as women’s 
shelters or anti-discrimination offices would then be able, for example, to legally represent individuals who 
wished to use the law, thus giving the initiative to individuals who have been directly exposed to the harm-
ful effects of pornography, for example, through violence in close relationships, prostitution, or sexual 
harassment in schools or workplaces. This is in contrast to the current legislation against, for example, 
unlawful depictions of sexual violence (Sw. Criminal Code 16:10c; TF 7:4(13)). There, the approval of the 
Chancellor of Justice is often required to start a legal process (TF 9:2; 9:4). Furthermore, in many cases the 
defendant can demand a special freedom of the press jury comprising nine members, where a majority of 
at least six is required for a conviction, and where the sentence cannot be increased by the court against 
the pronouncement of the jury – not even in a higher court (TF 12:2).



39

2. Supply, demand and  
production harms
Supply and demand

In order to gain an understanding of the extent of modern pornography production it is appropriate to 
first consider the demand and the content. It is easier to estimate the latter two since, unlike the produc-
tion, they are not included within the framework for criminal activity (more on this below). As will be 
shown in this chapter, the nature of the demand also influences the content produced, which adds to the 
image of the production conditions that will be discussed later.

Consumption, quantity and gender 
One method that has proven reliability, even in the case of sensitive information such as self-reporting cri-
minal acts, is anonymous surveys.14 A number of researchers have therefore used this method to estimate 
the extent of pornography consumption in various Western countries. The findings indicate that around 
two-thirds of young men in countries such as Sweden, the United States, Denmark, Norway, Canada, and 
Hong Kong regularly watch pornography, from a few times a month to more or less daily; in contrast, over 
threequarters of young women appear not to watch pornography regularly, although almost all believe 
they have seen pornography on some occasion.15 

In Sweden, a large survey of 4,343 pupils in the final year of high school conducted anonymously 
between April 2003 and January 2004 found, for example, that while only 6.5% of the girls said that they 
watched pornography more than a couple of times a year, the equivalent figure for the boys was 64.8%.16 
Of all the boys, 9.9% reported that they watched pornography more or less daily, while only 0.2% of the 
girls did the same.17  Similarly, 27.0% of the boys but only 1.3% of the girls said they watched pornography 
at some time during the week, while 27.9% of the boys and 5.0% of the girls said they watched porno-
graphy at some time during the month.18 Figures from other studies of young men and women aged 18–32 
in both Sweden and other Western countries found similar percentages of how men and women watch 
pornography.19

Men’s pornography consumption also differs qualitatively from women’s; men prefer to consume alone 
and women tend to do so on the initiative of others (e.g., boyfriends or partners), and to a significantly 
lesser degree.20 There is also data 
indicating that women overestimate 
their consumption compared to men, 
for example in studies where there is 
no clear definition of pornography. 
Researcher Sven-Axel Månsson and 
associates observed, for example, that in a national survey from 1996 more Swedish women than men 
stated they had seen pornography on mainstream TV channels (i.e., not cable or satellite TV); the findings 
were remarkable since almost no pornography was shown on mainstream TV at that time.21 

If women overestimate their consumption due to a lack of knowledge about the content of pornography, 
there is a further risk that women underestimate its harmful effects. One expression of such political 
trivialization might be the response that an American study from 2008 received from young people aged 
18–26, where one man in five considered that watching pornography was not “acceptable” behavior even 
though they engaged in it themselves, while around one woman in five in the same group accepted porno-
graphy consumption despite the fact that they themselves did not watch pornography.22
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The industry perspective

Given that the majority of younger men re-
gularly consume pornography, the fact that in 
2005 the pornography industry was estimated 
to have raised a total of 97.06 billion dollars in 
revenue in the 16 countries with partial figures available is not unreasonable.23 The figure was reportedly 
greater than the total revenues generated by Microsoft, Google, Amazon, eBay, Yahoo!, Apple, Netflix and 
EarthLink. In the United States the pornography industry itself reported in 2005 that its revenues amoun-
ted to 12 billion dollars,24 which is similar to the figures some American journalists have put forward, 
although others believe the revenues are lower.25 The criminal elements within the pornography industry, 
which were documented by the U.S. Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography as early as 1985,26  
suggest, however, that the figures regarding the size of the industry have probably been underestimated. 
Lobbyists attempted to orchestrate a media storm to discredit the said Commission in 1986,27 but since 
pornography has provably been produced under conditions such as war and genocide,28 in connection 
with sexual murders,29 or as part of pimping activities or sex purchasing,30 the Commission’s conclusion 
that it is also the object of other criminal activities is hardly unreasonable. “Ordinary” companies have, 
however, become increasingly involved in the distribution since the 1980s.31

Desensitization and changed preferences   
The demand for certain types of pornography might also be expected to influence the conditions of pro-
duction together with factors such as unequal bargaining positions between parties (see below). As early 
as 1986, psychologists Dolf Zillman and Jennings Bryants published a telling experiment involving 160 
human subjects to show how demand (“preferences”) is influenced by prolonged consumption.32  Half of 
the subjects were nonstudents with a mean age of about 35. The other half were college students with a 
mean age of about 22 (Zillman & Bryant, 565). The subjects were exposed to either “commonly available 
pornography” without violence over a period of several weeks (n = 80) or to control materials consisting 
of “sexually innocuous situation comedies taken from prime-time broadcast television” (n = 80) (p. 566). 
Both groups were then given the opportunity to choose to watch in private different pornographic or 
nonpornographic video films that had been labeled with clear lists of the contents, on the pretext that a 
delay had arisen in conjunction with a follow-up experiment (pp. 567–69). The 80 individuals who had 
been exposed to common pornography chose to watch violent or extreme pornography, such as bondage 
& sadomasochism (BDSM) and bestiality, to a much larger degree (with the exception of the group of 
20 female students33 ) (p. 575 tbl.2). The remaining 80 in the control group who had been exposed to TV 
comedies chose almost exclusively to watch “common” pornography or nonpornographic materials (p. 575 
tbl.2). 

At the same time as the experiment, Zillman and Bryant interviewed employees in pornography stores 
who confirmed that their regular customers often changed their preferences from “common” pornography 
to more uncommon or “unusual” material, indicating that the laboratory experiment had ecological vali-
dity, that is, it reflected the reality.34 Similarly, a number of more recent anonymous opinion surveys and 
internet studies, as well as studies of “best-selling” pornographic movies, lend support to the hypothesis 
that consumers become desensitized and seek out the more “extreme” (see below).

Popular presentations, aggression, and health
A survey of a random sample of 50 of the 275 best-selling/most rented pornographic movies in the 
United States (December 2004–June 2005) found that 88.2% of all scenes contained physical aggression 
(89.8% with verbal aggression 
included). Only 9.9% of the 
scenes included kisses, laughter, 
embraces, caresses, or verbal 
compliments,35 and in these, an 
average of four aggressive acts 
occurred (Bridges et al., 1077). 
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The most common forms of pysical aggression were when one party engaged in spanking, gagging, open 
hand slapping, hair pulling, or choking (p. 1075). Verbal aggression also occurred in 48.7% of all scenes, 
most frequently with degrading and dehumanizing name calling such as “bitch” and “slut” (p. 1077). The 
response from the targets was ostensible pleasure or indifference in 95.1% of the cases, but in those cases 
where the opposite response was expressed, men were four times more likely to express dislike than wo-
men (p. 1077). 
    The findings from the study on the most popular films are particularly important in the light of psy-
chological experiments that have compared changes in behavior of subjects after (1) exposure to violent 
pornography where the woman abused in the pornography does not display a negative reaction with (2) 
exposure to violent pornography where the woman abused in the pornography displays a negative reac-
tion. Exposure to pornography where the woman did not display a negative reaction to the violence gave 
rise to both more aggression toward women and to stronger attitudes supporting violence against women 
among the subjects, compared to exposure to pornography with an explicitly negative reaction from the 
abused woman.36 The convergence in the effects of consumption of pornography on both behavior and 
attitudes is a particularly strong indication, as the type of attitudes studied that support violence against 
women have been shown to significantly predict sexually aggressive behavior toward women in a number 
of different types of studies where several measurements and methods have been triangulated,37 such as 
anonymous self-reporting, criminal records, controlled experiments, and surveys of attitudes.38 The type 
of pornography that appears to have the most negative consumption effects is thus, unfortunately, also that 
which has today become the most popular and sought after. 
    In addition to general aggression, it is worth mentioning acts that are obviously harmful to health. So-
called ass-to-mouth (ATM) sequences, that is to say when a woman performs oral sex on a man immedia-
tely after he has penetrated her anally, occurred in 41% of all scenes in the best-selling/most rented films 
during the period December 2004–June 2005 (Bridges et al., 1074). In contrast, only one scene (0.3%) 
contained any form of discussion of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) or pregnancy and only 11% of all 
scenes contained sex using condoms (p. 1074). The sequences containing ATM and verbal aggression were 
the only two of nine different categories of content that significantly predicted more physical aggression in 
the film scenes (pp. 1078 & 1079 tbl 4). Since ATM scenes were eight times more likely than the average to 
contain physical aggression and three times more likely to contain verbal aggression (pp. 1077–78), ATM 
pornography appears to be closely linked to aggression against women (cf. p. 1080). Other researchers’ 
observations regarding how consumers discuss pornography online indicate that “fans” take particular 
pleasure from the obvious degredation, revulsion, and feeling of disgust that the women, according to 
comments made by the fans, display in the films showing ATM.39

Previous studies confirm developments
It is no coincidence that the best-selling/most rented films in the United States 2004–2005 contained a 
great deal of sexual aggression and activities hazardous to health, given that other studies have shown that 
there is a greater demand among consumers for more extreme material – something that was foreseen by 
Zillman and Bryant back in1986 
when they published their expe-
riment on the effects of repeated 
consumption (above). An inter-
net study of pornpgraphy con-
sumption done as early as 1995 
that compiled a representative 
selection of 292,114 files with 
detailed lists of contents from a larger database of over 917,410 files of pornography found that 48.4% of 
the files that the consumers downloaded contained child pornography, sadomasochism, bestiality, “incest” 
or similar more extreme material – despite the fact that more “common” pornography made up the grea-
test part of the material, that is to say 71.5%.40 The documented demand for violent pornography is also 
reflected in the widespread occurrence of, for example, torture pornography found in previous internet 
content studies,41 or in the less common but nonetheless freely available category of “snuff pornography,” 
which appears to show murders in a sexualized context.43
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    In the light of the fact that pornographers appear to be prepared to go to great lengths to produce popu-
lar material, it becomes easier to understand other testimonies, which might otherwise appear unreasona-
ble, as expressions of the dynamics of the production. To take one example, in its final report in 1986, the 
U.S. Attorney General’s Commission cited a testimony from a man in Los Angeles who professed to have 
participated in over one hundred films, and who testified that producers, directors, and photographers 
regularly forced women to have anal sex despite their manifest resistance.43 Other witnesses described 
in similar terms how pornographers used violence on the performers (pp. 205–06). For instance, one 
was said to torture women and young girls, inflicting permanent physical injuries, in order to meet the 
publisher’s demand for sadomasochistic photographs with a higher commercial value (pp. 205–06). The 
photographs were published in a national publication that the Commission later managed to acquire in an 
outlet in Washington, DC (p. 206 & n.799).

Gay male pornography
A particular section of the pornography industry is comprised of gay male pornography. Among other 
things, analyses of the content have studied the extent of unsafe sex in gay material. One such example is a 
study from 2014 that analyzed 302 randomly sampled internet videos from five large and relatively repre-
sentative free sites.44 The study found that potentially high-risk sexual behavior was a frequent occurrence. 
Among other things, unsafe anal sex occurred in 34% of the videos, rimming (oral–anal contact) occurred 
in 17%, ejaculation into the mouth occurred in 8%, “ejaculation in/on or rubbed into the anus” occur-
red in 7%, and 99.5% of all oral sex in the movies was performed without protection (Downing Jr. et al., 
814–15). The study found no warnings in the movies or other attempts to promote safe sex (p. 819), which 
reflects the findings from content analyses of heterosexually oriented internet and video pornography.45 
The percentage of violent sex in the 302 gay male pornographic movies was somewhat lower than the re-
searchers appear to have expected, with for example 10% of the videos showing BDSM (Downing Jr. et al., 
815 & n.1). Other qualitative studies of gay male pornography have, however, indicated a high popularity 
rate for violence and domination, for example sexual torture, BDSM, sexualization of stereotypical racial 
hierarchies, and references to subordinate males in feminized terms.46

Divergent perceptions in the literature – a comment 
The desensitization among consumers that Zillman and Bryant (above) documented using experimental 
methods appears to lead to a greater demand for violent pornography, and thereby stronger incentives 
for producers to coerce performers into more extreme and harmful acts. Among researchers, there are 
those who argue that the incidence of violence and aggression is over-estimated. One such is Alan McKee, 
who, in an article published in 2005, claimed to study a sample of the best-selling pornographic movies in 
Australia.47 In contrast to the study by Bridges et al. (above) he draws the conclusion that only 1.9% of the 
films in his sample could be defined as “violent” (McKee, 285). 

Yet McKee applied a number of restrictive criteria in his definition of violent pornography, such as that 
the violence is explicitly met with a negative reaction by the target of the violence (pp. 282–83). With such 
a definition, even Bridges et al. would no doubt have found a lower percentage of aggression – just 12.2% 
compared with 89.8%, since their definition of aggression, unlike McKee’s definition of violence, also in-
cluded a target who expresses a neutral or positive reaction after the aggression (Bridges et al., 1079–80). 

Although McKee (p. 282) referred to the discussion in the literature on the results of previous experi-
mental psychological studies, where the researchers found that exposure to so-called positive-outcome 
rape pornography (in which the target initially resists but later expresses pleasure) led to considerably 
more aggressive behavior among subjects than so-called negative-outcome pornography,48 he did not draw 
the logical conclusion that his restrictive definition of violent pornography is counter-productive since it 
excludes the very category that has been found to produce the strongest negative effects among consumers. 
Instead McKee defended his definition by claiming that, for example, sadomasochism is “categorically dif-
ferent” from so-called positive-outcome rape because the targets of the violence in the former never express 
displeasure before arousal, which the targets in the latter do (McKee, 282). 

McKee presents no empirical evidence for his assertion that exposure to sadomasochism leads to less 
aggressive behavior among consumers than positive-outcome rape pornography does. Against the back-
ground of the numerous experimental studies that have shown with statistical significance how exposure 
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to nonviolent pornography also causes aggressions and attitudes supporting violence against women (see 
chapter 3 below) it is reasonable to assume the opposite to what McKee suggests – namely that sadoma-
sochism could desensitize the viewers and inspire even more aggression and attitudes supporting violence 
against women because, like much nonviolent pornography, it lacks a clear negative message. The findings 
of the two most important meta-analyses49 that have compiled data from over 45 experiments studying 
the effects of violent and nonviolent pornography consumption on aggression and attitudes supporting 
violence against women have further presented homogenous (i.e., unambiguous) correlation effects.50 In 
meta-analyses, the homogeneity, in contrast to the heterogeneity, indicates that there is a lack of modera-
ting pornography that gives rise to notably weaker (or stronger) effects, such as sadomasochistic porno-
graphy or other categories of content whose consumption effects according to McKee’s argument would be 
markedly different to the average.51 

Production harms 

The research that has shown how consumers become desensitized and seek out more extreme and 
violent video materials, including those with unsafe sex, and the economic incentives thereby created, 
raises the question of which persons are participating in the productions and thereby risk being subjected 
to harm 

Exploitation of vulnerability
The U.S. Attorney General’s Commission of 1985–1986 found that the personal conditions among the 
performers were generally similar to those who were exploited in prostitution and had been studied by 
other researchers.52 The performers 
were often young, poor and had been 
subjected to abuse during their child-
hood (Att’n General’s Comm., 242). 
The pornography industry offered 
these people “extremely poor working 
conditions” where they were exploited and exposed to “serious health hazards” (p. 242). The Commission 
did note that shortcomings in the then existing information made it difficult to draw clear conclusions, but 
also that the industry had been unwilling to share more of its knowledge (p. 242). Partially as a result of a 
lack of transparency in the production conditions, it has been difficult to study groups who have systema-
tically taken part in pornographic films, although it has been possible to strengthen the conclusions of the 
Commission with the help of more recent research.  
    In 2011 a large American survey was published that studied 134 female performers who had been 
contacted by email via American databases or internet websites advertising jobs in the pornography 
industry.53 Although the researchers warned of underestimation since an online survey risks excluding 
more vulnerable subgroups (Grudzen et al., 2011, 644) it was corroborated, via a comparison with 1,773 
demographically matched women from California, that the performers had often had a more difficult 
childhood: for example, 21% of the performers compared with 4% of the control group reported that the 
authorities had moved them to a foster home, 37% of the performers compared with 13% of the control 
group reported that they had been victimized by forced sex before the age of eighteen, and 24% of the 
performers compared with 12% of the control group reported that they belonged to households on welfare 
(p. 641 tbl.1 & 642; p <.01).

The link to prostitution
Other research has shown that the performers are also often prostituted within other parts of the sex 
industry. An international study published in 2004 studied 854 prostituted persons54 in nine countries, both 
under different laws as well as in diverse forms of prostitution such as brothels, strip clubs, street prostitu-
tion, etc. (the respondents were not seeking help).55 Of these, 49% reported they had been exploited in 
prostitution to make pornography.56 Similar percentages have been mentioned in other mapping studies.57 
    The link between pornography and prostitution is also frequently pointed out by sex purchasers. In two 
anonymous interview studies of just above 100 sex purchasers in Chicago and London (UK) respectively, 
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for example, around half or more replied that they considered pornography to be an extension of prosti-
tution.58 One sex purchaser who was interviewed in a similar study in Scotland developed his argument: 
“‘Porno’ is from the Greek word for selling the body. Hard core porn is prostitution.”59 His reasoning 
is etymologically correct: pornography comes from the Greek words pornē (“whores”) and graphos (to 
“write, etch, or draw”).60 Given that the number of prostituted persons exploited in pornography is high, it 
is also possible to compare the extent to which qualitative testimonies from survivors of the pornography 
industry are reflected in quantitative data on the sex industry found in more general studies. 

Poverty
The U.S. Attorney General’s Commission found that the primary reason for performing in pornography 
was the need for money (Att’n General’s Comm., 231). In the more recent online survey of 134 performers 
in pornographic productions that was published in 2011, as many as 50% said they had lived in poverty in 
the preceding 12 months.61 Similarly, extreme poverty is the most common reason for prostitution given 
by prostituted persons themselves in studies from all over the world – both from industrialized welfare 
states and from rural or urban development regions.62 Poverty can be a huge obstacle to exiting the sex 
industry for these persons, even in welfare societies like Sweden, if, for example, they have dropped out of 
school and cannot present a CV with references, if they have a mental illness such as post-traumatic stress 
syndrome (PTSD), low self-esteem, and on top of that are homeless – factors that may all be linked to early 
abuse, neglect and experience of prostitution (more on this below).63 

Sexual abuse in childhood 
In addition to the economic misery that characterizes the conditions for persons exploited in the sex 
industry, 60–90% of prostituted persons (depending on the type of study) have been subjected to sexual 
abuse and assault in childhood.64 As a comparison with the population in general, the occurrence of sexual 
abuse in childhood among women in the United States is three times lower (approx. 20%–30% depending 
on the study).65 As has been mentioned earlier, the online survey of performers in pornography from 2011 
showed an almost three times greater prevalence of “forced sex” among these in childhood compared with 
the control group (Grudzen et al. 2011, 641 tbl.1 & 642; p <.01).66

The above figures for the instances of abuse in childhood do not say how serious these have been. They 
might imply one or hundreds of assaults. A Canadian study compared 33 female survivors of prostitution 
with 36 women in a demographically matched control group of the same age in more detail and found 
strong statistically significant differences: the sexual abuse of the survivors started in earlier years, occur-
red with much greater frequency and over much longer periods, involved many more perpetrators and 
demonstrated a “dramatic” greater diversity and more serious abuse than among the control group.67

Minors, homelessness, and vulnerability
Prostituted persons who have been subjected to sexual abuse in childhood commonly state that this was a 
strong influence on their entry into prostitution.68 It is therefore no coincidence that many have run away 
from home (sometimes as a result of assault),69 and been homeless. In the study from nine countries, 75% 
of the prostituted persons (n = 761) said that they were, or had earlier been, homeless.70

    Neither, in the light of early homelessness, is it any coincidence that prostituted persons give a low 
mean age of entry, since prostitution is one of few alternatives by which lone children can support them-
selves. As an example, 47% of 854 respondents in the nine countries reported entry at an age under 18 
(n = 751).71Among 222 prostituted adult women in greater Chicago, 61.7% said they were in prostitution 
before the age of 18; 35% of the total number were prostituted before the age of 15.72 An even lower age of 
entry was reported among 200 prostituted women and teenage girls in San Francisco who were recruited 
informally via “word of mouth,” flyers, advertisements, etc., in order to avoid a biased sample of “arresta-
ble” or “service oriented” respondents73: 78% began under the age of 18, 62% under 16 and “a number” of 
respondents began before the ages of “9, 10, 11 and 12.”74 
    The respondents in San Francisco reported an “almost total lack of positive social supports, and . . . an 
extremely negative self-concept” at the time of entering prostitution.75 The “primary picture” was a vulne-
rable runaway teenager who was exploited sexually “because they have no other means of support due to 
their young age, lack of education, and lack of the necessary street sense to survive alone.”76 Studies froa-
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round Gothenburg in Sweden confirm the same strong link between abuse in childhood, neglect, home-
lessness and prostitution as studies in other countries have shown.77 A Swedish Government Inquiry from 
2004 reported that the number of children who are exploited sexually in Sweden is still “considerable.”78 It 
is also, of course, easy for pornographers to exploit young people who are at risk of sexual exploitation in 
prostitution. 

Over-representation of vulnerable minorities
National surveys conducted by 
the Swedish National Board for 
Youth Affairs (Ungdomsstyrel-
sen) further show that socio-
economic factors and foreign 
nationality increase vulnerabi-
lity to prostitution among young people.79 In most countries, vulnerable and discriminated minorities are 
found in prostitution more often than the majority population. Consequently, in Sweden it is common 
for women from Eastern Europe to be exploited in crossborder prostitution, such as Romany or Russian-
speaking minorities from the Baltic region.80 In the United States, Afro-Americans are over-represented in 
relation to their share of the population.81 Similarly, First Nations people in Canada are over-represented in 
prostitution.82

Sex purchasers’ knowledge of prostitution
Somewhat surprisingly, many international studies have long shown that sex purchasers are very well 
aware of the difficult social circumstances of the prostituted persons described above, even when they try 
to minimize their own role.83 Among 110 sex purchasers in Scotland, 73% recognized that prostituted 
persons are prostituted “strictly out of economic necessity” and 85% recognized that prostituted women do 
not receive pleasure from sex in prostitution.84 A similar awareness among sex purchasers was presented in 
surveys with sex purchasers in Boston, Chicago, and London (UK).85 As has been previously mentioned, 
sex purchasers are also keen to point out the links between pornography and prostitution.86

Unequal bargaining power and extreme vulnerability
Pornography production exploits the inequality and oppression that is present in society in order to recruit 
people who have few other alternatives in the same way as prostitution does. Consequently, the performers 
also lack strong bargaining 
power, which is reflected not 
least in the many harmful 
actions they must accept – for 
example, unsafe sex, ass-to-
mouth (ATM), violence and 
aggression (see above). It is no 
coincidence that a study of 18 women and 10 men who performed in pornographic movies in Los Ang-
eles, published in 2008, confirmed the problem of unequal bargaining power and extreme exploitation. In 
in-depth interviews, for example, “many” stated explicitly that they were forced to accept unsafe sex in order 
to obtain work.87 Several respondents further stressed that more risky acts, including anal sex and “multiple 
partners,” meant more money (Grudzen et al. 2008, 72–73, 75). The 28 persons were aged between 21– 63 
(mean age 31.6) and 20 had performed in over 100 scenes (p. 69). Six performers explicitly admitted they 
had been harmed during filming and a further six performers admitted that this occurred, citing common 
symptoms such as anal tears (sores in the rectum) (p. 74). Some informants felt they had control over who 
they had sex with while others, however, said they were forced to have sex with violent persons in order to 
obtain work (p. 74).

Lack of transparency and under-reporting
It should be noted that when informants from the sex industry are dependent on the industry to support 
themselves they may not always talk about difficult or criminal circumstances such as unsafe sex or assault; 
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such information might lead to indirect reprisals if their employer becomes the subject of an enquiry. 
Furthermore, prostituted persons often have little confidence in researchers, journalists, social workers, the 
police, doctors and others, partly because of prejudices or lack of understanding of the intimidation within 
the sex industry, which also creates problems that can lead to under-reporting of bad conditions.88

There is information to suggest that respondents in the qualitative study from Los Angeles above, who 
exposed a relatively large number of bad conditions, were, nonetheless, also cautious in their answers. 
For example, 16 of them described how agents and so-called “suit-case pimps” exploited and treated the 
women badly, but no one explicitly described her own experiences of these agents or pimps (Grudzen et al. 
2008, 75). A similar example is found in a study from London (UK) where all the women interviewed who 
were prostituted in legal prostitution taking place in apartments described how other women accepted 
unsafe sex with sex purchasers, partly in order to earn enough to pay the high rents and fees more quickly. 
Yet no one admitted that they themselves had done so, despite the fact that several other studies have 
shown that this is very common in legal brothels.89

Furthermore, third-party profiteers in the sex industry, both legal and illegal, often use force against 
prostituted persons and threaten them so they will not report abuse to the authorities or researchers.90

Gross abuse in the sex industry – asymmetry, power, exploitation  
Despite the problems of transparency and under-reporting, there have been reports of gross abuse in a 
number of public hearings and other inquiries related specifically to the pornography industry.91 In Swe-
den, the Prostitution Inquiry’s report from 1995 includes examples from police preliminary investigations 
in which young women were reported to have been subjected to gross gang rapes at so-called sex clubs 
(e.g., Pir 59, Roxy and Kings Club); any member of the male audience who paid the SEK 80 entrance fee 
could have sex with the women there while pornographic movies were recorded.92

    One well-known American example that also illustrates the extent to which violence and force may be 
needed to make women perform in pornography was Linda Boreman – the woman who played “Linda 
Lovelace” in the classic pornographic movie Deep Throat. She was subjected to aggravated assault, threats, 
and rape (sometimes daily) by her pimp as a means to make her perform in movies that included sex with 
animals and oral sex where a man’s penis reached down to the back of her throat (which also required 
training in hypnosis to block her gag reflex).93 Unless the viewer observes the bruising on Boreman’s body, 
there is no sign of violence in the movie,94 in contrast to the now very popular aggressive films discussed 
above. 
    Other survivors have also testified in public hearings how they were covered in bruises throughout their 
time in the pornography industry.95 Boreman’s case is thus unfortunately not unique – rather, it reflects the 
asymmetrical power relations and vulnerability to sexual aggression among the performers, which is also 
apparent in other forms of prostitution. Among the two hundred prostituted women in Chicago mentio-
ned above, for example, 21% reported explicitly that they had been raped over 10 times – the percentage 
was virtually the same both in escort prostitution and street prostitution and in the home (so-called in-call 
prostitution).96 Among the 200 prostituted persons in San Francisco, 70% said that sex purchasers had 
raped them or similarly victimized them “beyond the prostitution contract” on average 31.3 times.97 An 
even more remarkable and shocking example is the case of 55 surviving women who were prostituted in 
Portland (Oregon), of whom 84% reported they had been subjected to aggravated assault on average 103 
times per year, 78% mentioned rape on average 49 times per year, and 53% reported they had been sexu-
ally tortured on average 54 times per year – frequently during the filming of pornography.98

Mental health problems as an expression of traumatic production conditions
Studies of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), a symptom of extreme violence or traumatic experiences 
of having witnessed such violence,99 have been conducted on different groups of prostituted persons. Sixty-
eight percent of the 854 prostituted persons in nine countries who were studied in various forms of prosti-
tution (see above) met clinical criteria for PTSD on average on the same level as Vietnam veterans seeking 
treatment, despite the fact that these persons were not seeking treatment; the level of their symptoms was 
also the same as that of abused women in shelters or refugees from state-organized torture.100

    In the study from nine countries the researchers also examined whether there were any significant 
differences between prostituted persons who reported experience of pornography and other prostituted 
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persons. The correlation between higher levels of PTSD and pornography stood out in comparison with 
other variables such as sexual and physical abuse in childhood, assault and rape in prostitution. PTSD had 
already reached such high levels for all the subjects studied that only the effect of pornography – none of 
the latter factors – could be distinguished (the “statistical ceiling effect”).101

    Unlike the other alternative factors, pornography could with statistical significance predict higher 
PTSD; the 49% who reported experience of pornography were diagnosed with “significantly more severe 
symptoms” of PTSD than the other 51%.102 A similar statistical correlation between being used in por-
nography and higher levels of emotional stress was also found in a group of 43 prostituted women from 
legal brothels in Nevada (USA) who were interviewed, where around half said they had been exploited in 
pornography.  It is notable that only performing in pornography in the nine-country study significantly 
predicted higher levels of PTSD among prostituted women, reinforcing the conclusion that violent and 
traumatic production conditions can prevail. 
    Regardless of the specific effect of pornography production, studies of prostituted persons in countries 
such as Mexico, Canada, Switzerland, and Korea have further tested whether the statistical effect of pro-
stitution as a whole disappears when researchers control for other relevant factors that can be linked to 
mental trauma. These factors included, inter alia, rape in connection with prostitution, other assault, dif-
ferent types of prostitution (indoor, outdoor, escort, strip club, etc.), abuse in childhood, and early separa-
tion from a parent. In all these studies, researchers found that there is a connection between experience of 
prostitution and greater mental health problems, even when the alternative factors have been statistically 
controlled for.104 In other words, prostitution appears in itself to be a deeply harmful activity for those 
purchased for sex, and pornography production here distinguishes itself as an even more harmful part of 
the sex industry – in complete contrast to the myth of pornography as a more glamorous form of prostitu-
tion. 
   Worth noting is also that 89% of all prostituted persons in the nine countries who responded to the ques-
tion (n = 785) stated that they most of all wanted to leave prostitution.105 Other studies have found similar 
proportions.106

The myth of alternative, amateur and women-directed pornography 
From time to time, it is claimed in the general debate that there is now pornography that is “alternative,” 
“home-made,” or produced by “amateurs,” in which the production conditions are characterized by equa-
lity and reciprocity. To date no one has presented any credible empirical evidence to show any such pro-
duction of any significance. Industry professionals in commercial pornography have dismissed the claims 
as myths that are in fact used to market commercially produced sub-genres.107

With regard to alternatives such as having a women director, a comparative study from 2008 of the best-
selling/most rented pornographic movies in the United States in 2004 and 2005 found that scenes directed 
by women contained at least as 
many degrading and aggressive 
acts against women as those 
directed by men.108 This is not 
unexpected, as there appears 
to be a total lack of demand for 
alternative heterosexually-orien-
ted pornography where women are presented as equal with men and where sexuality is characterized by 
reciprocity and consent. A group of Canadian psychology researchers realized this when they were forced 
to cut together excerpts from a number of different scenes because it was impossible to find a full-length 
pornographic movie that did not also contain degrading or violent scenes.109

Male performers in pornography
When it comes to the question of whether production conditions are different for the men who perform 
in pornography, research and public inquiries indicate that the men are indeed treated differently from 
the women in certain respects, for example having to present less of a neutral response to aggression from 
others than women do in heterosexually-oriented productions.110 However, men often have a similarly dif-
ficult social background and, like the women, they perform mainly because of a lack of money and other 
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alternative means to support themselves.111 Moreover, men are subjected to serious health risks as a result 
of unsafe sex, implicit demands to use drugs such as Viagra, plastic surgery and extreme diets; they are 
also paid less per scene, although they normally have a longer “career” than the women.112 Research into 
gay male pornography indicates that the performers there have also been exposed to similar risks and have 
similar social backgrounds to the performers in heterosexually-oriented pornography.113

    The discussion in Sweden sometimes speculatively suggests that it is more common these days for boys 
and young men to have experience of being purchased for sex than girls and women have.114 But these 
claims are often based on observations from general population surveys that are conducted via postal sur-
veys for adults, during school hours at high school, or as web surveys.115 Such methods do not capture the 
more vulnerable persons in prostitution, namely those who do not go to high school or who drop out, are 
homeless, cannot bring themselves to respond to web surveys, etc. Moreover, such surveys also measure 
occasional sex purchases – a category that may be much more common among the Swedish population as 
a whole than systematic prostitution, thus presenting a biased sample if the objective is specifically to des-
cribe particularly the latter group. The problem was noted recently by researchers at Linköping University, 
who found very different outcomes in their general population studies compared with their study of the 
prostitution units’ clients.116

Source criticism and credibility of researchers and representatives 
Another recurring problem in the discussions on research into the pornography industry and prostitution 
more generally, is that some studies claim to show another much less problematic picture of the situation, 
with fewer abuses, less economic exploitation, and more satisfied people. But as was noted above, it is not 
at all certain that informants in the sex industry feel able to expose the bad conditions to outsiders since 
this can lead to indirect reprisals or other problems in their lives, particularly when they are dependent 
on pornography or prostitution to support themselves.117 The reader must thus take a critical approach, so 
that biased information that romanticizes or trivializes the sex industry is not accepted unquestioningly.
    One example of biased 
information is the study on the 
pornography industry in Los 
Angeles that, despite many dou-
bts (more on this below), was 
accepted for publication in Jour-
nal of Sex Research in 2013.118 
An article by James Griffith et 
al. compared a group of female 
performers with a control group 
using a convenience sample; the former were accessed via a questionnaire that was distributed at a private 
health clinic run by the Adult Industry Medical Healthcare Foundation (AIM) – an operator supported 
by the pornography industry in Los Angeles for the purpose of conducting regular mandatory tests for 
sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), among other things (Griffith et al., 623). The study by Griffith et al. 
was thus conducted in close cooperation with an industry organization that, in addition to having a direct 
interest in the question, was also the target of public criticism at the time the study was being conducted 
– the authorities went so far as to force the clinic to close in December 2010 as a result of, among other 
things, a lack of transparency and lack of follow-up of patients.119

    Griffith et al. report surprisingly positive health outcomes compared with previous research: it is claimed 
that the performers report better self-esteem, sexual satisfaction, and financial situation, more social sup-
port, a better quality of life, and more positive feelings than the control group reports (p. 626). In addition 
to these doubtful findings, the study by Griffith et al. also presents serious problems of methodology.120

    Despite, for example, mandatory monthly visits to the clinic where the receptionists encouraged the 
performers to answer the questionnaire – note that the survey was administered over a four-month period, 
meaning that each person should have had four occasions to answer – the response rate is only 15% (see 
Griffith et al., 623–25, on method and sampling). The authors’ note: “It is certainly possible that there was 
a self-selection bias such that those who chose to participate were different from those who chose not to 
participate” (p. 630). Yet no attrition analysis was conducted despite the admission that “[t]his is an im-
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portant methodological issue” (p. 630). The publication of the doubtful findings is defended here by Grif-
fith et al. as a consequence of the fact that interest in the issue is so great: “although there has been interest 
in the characteristics of pornography actresses for decades, there has been a lack of studies because of the 
difficulty in accessing this population” (p. 630; citation excluded). On the contrary, the great interest and 
the difficulties in accessing this population should have made the researchers more cautious in so uncriti-
cally publishing what was without question a very doubtful result. 
    It is difficult not to believe that the responses in the study by Griffith et al. have been modified in order 
not to attract the attention of the authorities. One example that suggests this is that the performers repor-
ted around three to nine times higher probability than the control group that they had tried one of ten 
different drugs (from marijuana to ecstasy) during their lifetime, although in the most recent six months 
they reported only a higher use of marijuana than the control group (pp. 626–27).
    Just as doubtful research results should be viewed with skepticism so too should there be skepticism 
with respect to so-called sex workers’ organizations that claim to represent prostituted persons while at the 
same time working for the decriminalization of sex purchasers and third-party profiteers. The founders 
and leading members of several of these organizations (including International Union of Sex Workers, 
COYOTE, SWOP and others) are not infrequently ex-pimps, “madams,” brothel owners or other third-
party profiteers, and the organizations admit such members more or less openly.121 Other organizations 
that represent survivors, such as the Swedish PRIS, the Canadian sextrade101.com, and Breaking Free in 
Minneapolis, often work to achieve the opposite, namely the criminalization of sex purchasers and third-
party profiteers, along with the decriminalization and support to leave the sex industry for those exploited 
for sex.122 Organizations in which both “employers” and third-party profiteers as well as “wage earners” are 
gathered under one roof can hardly claim to represent the interests of the prostituted persons; rather, they 
are stakeholder organizations for the commercial sex industry. 
    The knowledge of pornography shows that it includes exploitation and harmful production conditions 
of a particularly serious nature, which has been strongly corroborated by a large number of different sour-
ces over a time period of over 35 years. When students or other inexperienced observers meet the type of 
information presented in the study by Griffith et al. or by so-called sex worker organizations it is easy for 
them to be misled, as they do not have the knowledge about other studies or the necessary training (e.g. 
in scientific methods) to understand why these statements lack reliability. These unreliable sources more 
or less deliberately spread misleading information glamourizing the sex industry. This chapter has aimed 
to illuminate the current knowledge and show what makes pornography production possible in a society 
that is still characterized by a serious lack of resources, options, and influence for those groups exploited in 
pornography. 
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3. Consumption harms
In the light of the conditions of production described in the previous chapter, where pornographers 
exploit social vulnerability, inequality and people who have been subjected to severe abuse, the question 
arises whether such coercive conditions will be reflected among consumers. Put another way: if it is to all 
intents and purposes impossible to produce common pornography without at the same time exploiting 
and abusing people, will such actions spill over to the consumers so that they also begin to exploit and 
abusing other people in order to experience what they have seen in pornographic materials? To study 
this question, research on the association between pornography consumption and men’s violence against 
women has used a number of methods and measurement instruments.

Research design: an introduction

Triangulation of experimental and naturalistic methods 
The research on the effects of pornography has used triangulation as a strategy to ensure that the results 
are reliable. The term is understood here as a way to validate and strengthen scientific conclusions by using 
several methods or measurement instruments. The use of different methods to study the same phenome-
non and research question guards against the flaws of each individual method. Using several measurement 
instruments, such as when psychologists use a number of similar attitudinal scales to measure an aggressive 
personality propensity, guards against sources of error in certain measurement instruments.123 The majority 
of studies that were first produced in the early 1970s and onwards124 can be divided into two groups: experi-
mental methods or nonexperimental naturalistic methods. 

Psychological experiments can control the effect of exposure via the use of control groups. Answers can 
thereby be found to questions regarding causal associations (i.e., whether pornography consumption leads to 
more aggression). Researchers 
usually expose one group to por-
nographic materials and another 
group to control materials (co-
medies, nature or documentary 
films, etc.) or do not expose them 
to anything at all. Alternatively, 
groups are exposed to different 
types of pornography (e.g., vio-
lent and nonviolent pornograp-
hy, with or without degradation, 
rapes with so-called positive outcome or negative outcome). After exposure/control, the groups are studied 
statistically with respect to, for example, attitudes supporting men’s violence against women (questionnai-
res with different attitudinal scales) or simulated rape trials, to see what effect the pornography has had on 
the subjects. Other means of studying the effect have used different exercises that measure men’s aggressive 
tendencies toward women. These have used, for example, fictional negative evaluations, noxious noise, or 
electric shocks to provoke the subject as part of mock performance-based exercises, where the subjects are 
later given the opportunity to mete out (as they believe) similar treatment in combination with a pretended 
tolerance of aggressive behavior.125

Over time, aggression experiments were replaced by attitudinal surveys after a large number of studies 
identified a clear set of attitudes that, with statistical significance, predicted sexual aggression in men in expe-
riments as well as in naturalistic interview or survey studies.126 These attitudes sometimes go by the epithets 
rape myths, or Attitudes Supporting Violence Against Women (ASV), and support or trivialize men’s violence 
against women. Men who exhibited a greater proportion of ASV than other men reported to a greater degree 
in anonymous surveys that they had been sexually aggressive,127 that they might be more likely to commit 
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rape,128 and they were also more aggressive toward women in laboratory experiments (in one of the expe-
riments, data also showed that the more aggressive men also had reported more sexual aggression in social 
contexts).129 Men with similar attitudes were also more aroused by pornographic depictions of sexual aggres-
sion,130 and such attitudes and associations are commonly found among convicted sex offenders.131 In other 
words, triangulation of methods, concepts, and measurement instruments has allowed researchers to reliably 
show that it is possible to conduct studies into whether pornography increases men’s sexual aggression simply 
by studying the effect of pornography on attitudes that have been shown to predict such aggression.

In the experimental studies, the subjects sometimes viewed pornography several times over a number of 
weeks before the effect was studied. In other cases the effect was studied in a laboratory directly after expo-
sure the same day. There is sometimes a misunderstanding that experiments were only conducted on college 
students. However, several later and larger experiments have been conducted with other and older adults 
with varying demographic characteristics, and these experiments suggested no critical differences in how 
adults other than students react to pornography.132 The ecological validity of the psychological experiments 
has nonetheless been questioned because they are usually conducted in laboratories or teaching situations 
and not in a real social context where “numerous factors interact and jointly impinge on the individual.”133 
Researchers have therefore also conducted so-called naturalistic studies using, among other things, survey 
and interview methods to study whether the experimental associations are also found in social contexts. 
The findings have corroborated the experimental studies; men who consume more pornography are also 
more likely to act toward women in a sexually aggressive manner, including also rape, and are more likely to 
purchase sex from prostituted134 women and coerce them to imitate pornographic acts (more on this below). 

A number of the naturalistic quantitative studies have been based on more advanced prior research on 
sexual crimes. This foundation made it possible to further control for whether sexually aggressive men are 
more psychologically receptive to the effects of pornography than men who are less sexually aggressive. The 
studies showed, not unsurprisingly, that men who are predisposed to be sexually aggressive appear to be 
most affected by pornography, but also that it is possible to observe a weaker statistically significant influence 
among the least predisposed men (more on this below). 

The combination of both experimental and nonexperimental naturalistic methods implies both that it is 
possible to discern a causal association, since experiments can control for the effect using statistical control 
groups, and that the experimental associations can be validated by studies in a social context.

Meta-analyses
Research in fields such as psychology is generally made more difficult by the fact that those who conduct 

experiments (and to some extent naturalistic survey studies) do not always include a sufficient number of 
subjects for their statistical conclusions to be deemed reliable. Too small a sample may result in a correla-
tion between pornography consumption and greater aggressivity being incorrectly dismissed as a result 
of chance – something referred to as a “Type II error.” A Type II error is a failure to detect an effect that is 
actually there, which is why they are also referred to as “false negatives” because Type II errors erroneously 
dismiss the hypothesized positive effect correlation (e.g., between increased pornography exposure and 
increased aggression/ASV). Meta-analysis is a method that has been developed partly to deal with Type II 
errors in which the researcher aggregates data from several studies (at least two) in order to increase the 
number of subjects and thereby achieve higher statistical reliability.

As researchers who have performed meta-analyses of the pornography research’s effect studies have 
pointed out, an important reason for previous controversies within the research has been that many indivi-
dual experiments lacked sufficiently large sample groups to be able to draw statistically reliable conclusions 
independently. These researchers argue that the problem has led to a tendency for traditional literature 
reviews to make Type II errors and then conclude that the research does not have any reliable answers.135 
Meta-analyses therefore have better preconditions to investigate the statistical question marks than the 
overly conservative literature reviews, as long as the studies included in the meta-analysis are comparable 
(that is to say, they study the same phenomenon, pose similar research questions, and use comparable 
indicators, etc.).136 One problem of meta-analysis that should not occur in the research on pornography 
is that researchers are unwilling to publish studies that do not show any statistical correlation – which, 
however, has occurred within other research fields where meta-studies have been conducted.137 Yet it is 
well-known that political interests have long promoted the argument that pornography does not have any 
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effect on men’s sexual aggression. For this reason, studies that confirm the “null hypothesis” have there-
fore rather had very favorable conditions for being published due to the strong interest in confirming this 
hypothesis in particular.138

Meta-analyses use statistical tests, for example, homogeneity and heterogeneity tests,139 to clarify the cor-
relations. A homogenous (i.e., unambiguous) correlation is an indication that individual differences among 
the subjects are a result of flawed sampling/selection. If, on the other hand, the correlations are heteroge-
neous (i.e., ambiguous) it is important to identify potentially moderating variables – in other words, factors 
that reduce, amplify, or counter the effect of pornography.140 Such moderating variables might consist of 
the differences between violent and nonviolent pornography, aggressive and nonaggressive personality 
propensities, or different genders among the subjects. If the individual studies that comprise the meta-
analysis offer information about moderating variables, it is possible to conduct homogeneity/heterogeneity 
tests within each subcategory. If a comparison of subcategories shows both significant statistical differen-
ces between them, and also homogeneity in correlations within each subcategory, the categorization (the 
choice of moderators) is particularly relevant for the understanding of the phenomenon.141

Experimental Studies

Aggressions in laboratories 
Most experiments with subjects where researchers have studied the effect of pornography on aggression 
were conducted during the 1970s and 1980s.142 For obvious reasons, research ethics committees did not 
permit actual sexual aggression in experiments. The researchers, however, needed to test causal associa-
tions and therefore used more general indicators of aggression, such as negative assessments, noxious 
noise, or electric shocks. This was before the research had clearly mapped attitudes that were found to 
support men’s violence against women (see above). Even if the experiments on general aggression can be 
regarded today as a thing of the past, they contributed to the understanding of the situations under which 
the effect of pornography can be actualized. 
    Many exposure experiments were conducted as a teaching situation that was presented to the subjects as 
if it were the actual experiment. Usually this was done using a female graduate student in psychology who 
pretended to be a subject but was there to test the real subjects, for example through provocation. Early 
research had indicated that in order to observe the effects, social inhibitions that normally prevented men 
from being aggressive toward women in a public context had to be neutralized.143 This was done through, 
for example, deliberate provocations on the part of the graduate student, and then giving the subjects the 
opportunity to retaliate using fictional punishments. The subjects were divided into different groups that 
were exposed under pretext to either pornographic or control materials (or not exposed) between the 
provocations and the acts of retaliation. Summaries of some typical experiments are given below. 
    In 1978 a study was published that tested, among other things, whether social inhibitions (e.g., psycho-
logical thresholds in men that counteract aggressive behavior toward women when among other people) 
influenced the effect of pornography. The experiment showed both that exposure to nonviolent pornog-
raphy led to more acts of aggression toward a female target than in two control groups (one group viewed 
a nonpornographic aggressive movie, another group saw no film), and that the effect was statistically sig-
nificantly stronger when the subjects were given a further opportunity for aggression ten minutes later.144 
The findings indicated that the subjects’ social inhibitions against aggression were lower on the second 
occasion, which was most probably influenced by the fact that no sanctions were expressed after their first 
aggression. Likewise, it can be assumed that the effects of pornography will be more salient in an environ-
ment where social inhibitions are weaker or women are perceived as legitimate targets, for example, in the 
home environment or in prostitution.145

    Another experiment published earlier (1974) had tested the aggressive effect after subjects were exposed 
to diverting media immediately after being exposed to different types of media materials: (1) a neutral 
control sequence from the movie Marco Polo’s Travels, (2) an aggressive sequence from the boxing movie 
The Champion, (3) brutal fatal violence from the movie The Wild Bunch, and (4) nonviolent pornography 
with foreplay and intercourse with no aggressive elements.146 After exposure, the subjects were shown a 
one-minute film of natural landscape and rain. Only those who had earlier been exposed to the nonviolent 
pornographic movie were statistically significantly more aggressive in a subsequent experiment than the 



53

subjects in the neutral control film about Marco Polo.147

    In another experiment published in 1981, the subjects were exposed to the following films: (1) nonsex-
ual talk show (control material), (2) nonaggressive pornography with intercourse, (3) aggressive pornog-
raphy with a woman who is bound and subjected to violence and aggression by two men with a “positive 
outcome” where she smiles and stops resisting, and (4) aggressive pornography similar to the previous, but 
with a “negative outcome” where the woman suffers.148 Each of the two different endings in the aggres-
sive pornographic movies was reinforced by an introductory speaker voice. In contrast to the other two 
experiments above, the nonaggressive pornography did not lead to any statistically significant increase in 
aggression toward women, although there was a tendency in that direction (Donnerstein and Berkowitz, 
716–17). But the authors noted that, unlike previous studies that used the same nonpornographic movie, 
their experiment used a much stronger provocation before exposure. Not surprisingly, their control group 
acted more aggressively afterwards than the control groups in the previous studies, but the aggression 
among the group that was exposed to the nonaggressive pornographic movie was much the same as before 
(p. 717). The authors also referred to the above-mentioned study from 1978, which gave the subjects two 
opportunities for retaliation. The social inhibitions appeared to be reduced on the second occasion, when 
the group that had been exposed to nonaggressive pornography became more aggressive (above). The 
researchers of the 1981-experiment noted that unless a similar method is used, the effect of nonaggres-
sive pornography may be hidden in laboratory experiments (p. 717). The comparison with earlier studies 
illustrates the difficulties of conducting a well-balanced experiment. 
    As part of the experiment from 1981, a follow-up experiment was also conducted with male subjects 
and a female provocateur to compare the effect of both violent pornographic movies. When the subjects 
were not provoked, only the violent pornography with a positive outcome produced a stronger aggressive 
effect; with provocations, however, both produced a stronger effect compared to the control group (p. 720). 
In a subsequent survey, all the subjects reported that the woman suffered most in the “negative” movie, 
yet compared with the men who were not provoked, the men who were provoked thought that the woman 
in the negative movie enjoyed the situation more (p. 719). One interpretation of the finding is that men’s 
anger toward individual women can desensitize them to women’s suffering in general – a collective appor-
tioning of blame to women that may become amplified in sexualized contexts. 

Meta-analyses of aggression experiments

A meta-analysis of experimental studies on the effect of pornography that was published in 1995 presented 
homogenous correlation effects for both pornography with elements of violence and pornography without 
elements of violence, where both were shown to increase the subjects’ aggression against women compared 
with the aggression of the control group.149 It is particularly worth noting the consistency of the findings 
given the difficulties in provoking aggression against women in a laboratory environment (see above). 
The only exception consisted of nude or semi-nude still photographs with no sexual activity (more on this 
below). 
    A total of 1,300 studies on pornography were scanned for the meta-analysis. Experiments were inclu-
ded if they studied how pornography influenced a person to knowingly attempt to harm another person 
“either physically, materially, or psychologically” (Allen, D’Alessio, & Brezgel, 266). Self-reported aggres-
sion and physiological arousal, among other things, were not included in the meta-analysis (p. 266), as 
this would otherwise have meant mixing types of studies that were too dissimilar, some of which do not 
in fact answer the question of the effect on men’s violence against women.150 Before a study was included 
it needed endorsement from at least two researchers. No distinction was made as to whether, for example, 
the studies included strategies for countering social inhibitions to aggression or whether they used more 
sensitive instruments. This implies that the meta-analysis’ estimation of aggressive effects is more con-
servative, since certain experiments may have lacked strategies to counter the subjects’ social inhibitions 
against behaving aggressively toward women when among other people. A total of 33 experiments were 
included, with primary data from 30 separate studies that included 2,040 subjects (Allen, D’Alessio, & 
Brezgel, 266). 
    In a first meta-analysis (raw correlation) of the 33 experiments, the pornography led to more aggression, 
but the analysis showed heterogeneous correlation effects (p. 269). Following the meta-analysis method 
(see above), controls were made for potentially moderating variables. The only moderators151 that were 
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both statistically significant and demonstrated homogenous correlation effects were the three categories of 
pornography: (1) violent pornography, (2) nonviolent pornography, and (3) nude /semi-nude pictures with 
no sexual activity (Allen, D’Alessio, & Brezgel, 274). As mentioned above, subcategories with homogenous 
correlation effects are particularly relevant (cf. 268).152 The difference in effect of violent pornography 
compared with nonviolent pornography was not statistically significant (Allen, D’Alessio, & Brezgel, 271), 
which gives cause for further interpretation regarding exactly what it is in pornographic material that 
stimulates the psychological processes that lead to more aggression, since the violence is clearly not the 
deciding factor (more on this below). 
    The most important finding from the 
meta-analysis is thus that both violent and 
nonviolent pornography lead to more ag-
gression. The only exception was nude or 
semi-nude still photographs such as covers 
of Playboy or Penthouse,153 which in the 
meta-analysis led to statistically significant less aggression compared with control groups (Allen, D’Alessio 
& Brezgel, 271). However, one experiment that used more sensitive measurement instruments, where the 
subjects who were exposed to photographs in Playboy handed out electric shocks of longer duration than 
the control group, indicated the opposite (the length of the electric shock has been shown to be under 
less “cognitive mediation” than shock intensity).154 Certainly, this effect on the electric shock duration was 
statistically only “marginally significant.”155 It is, however, relevant when taking into account later experi-
ments with nonpornographic sexist advertisements and sexist Hollywood movies containing no violence, 
which produced a statistically significant increase in attitudes supporting men’s violence against women.156 
Pornography consumers also appear to become desensitized and seek more “extreme” material (see above, 
chapter 2), a process to which nude photographs may contribute. The validity of the aggression experi-
ments using nude and semi-nude pictures can therefore be called into question.157

Meta-analyses of attitudinal experiments
As has been mentioned above, the research in the 1980s produced statistically significant evidence that 
certain attitudes support men’s violence against women and trivialize women’s suffering (see above). 
These include attitudes such as rape myths, a term coined by the researcher Martha Burt, which generally 
reflect perceptions such as that it is usually “promiscuous” women or those with a “bad reputation” who 
are raped, that a woman who initiates sex “would probably have sex with anybody,” or that women report 
rapes in order to take revenge on former boyfriends.158 A series of similar attitudes has also been shown to 
produce the same effects as rape myths, such as perceptions that women are more sexually manipulative by 
nature, that men must use force because women say no to sex so they will not appear “loose,” or that wo-
men enjoy being raped.159 These attitudes also covary with subjects’ estimations of the likelihood that they 
would rape if they could do so with impunity. Another attitude that has been measured in the experimen-
tal research is the trivialization of women’s suffering in simulated rape trials where the subjects hand out a 
recommended sentence. 
    A meta-analysis of 16 experiments that studied the effect of pornography on any one of the attitudes 
mentioned above using a total of 2,248 subjects was published in 1995.160 The analysis included studies 
using pornographic movies as well as written pornography and audio recordings (Allen et al. 14–15). 
Despite these relatively diverse types of media, the experiments demonstrated homogenous effects of 
pornography that produced a statistically significant increase in attitudes that support or trivialize men’s 
violence against women (pp. 18–19). When the researchers examined the different subcategories they also 
found homogenous and significant correlations in the three types of statistical comparisons made in the 
studies: (a) control groups–violent pornography; (b) control groups–nonviolent pornography; and (c) 
violent pornography–nonviolent pornography (p. 19). Studies that directly compared the effects of violent 
pornography with nonviolent pornography found that violent pornography led to a generally stronger 
increase in attitudes supporting/trivializing men’s violence against women (p. 19). In an indirect compari-
son between, on the one hand, studies that examined the effects of nonviolent pornography compared with 
control groups, and on the other hand studies that examined the effects of violent pornography compared 
with control groups, the researchers found a stronger effect of nonviolent pornography in contrast to the 
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more direct comparison (p. 19).
 
Why nonviolent pornography feeds violence against women
Researchers in the 1980s produced evidence of psychological processes that appear to explain why non-
violent pornography leads to aggression against women, which is sometimes forgotten in the debate.161 
Men in various studies tended to categorize women according to stereotype dichotomous categories such 
as “whore–Madonna,” “promiscuous–prudish,” or sexually “permissive–nonpermissive.”162 In light of this, 
a couple of researchers conducted two experiments to examine the association between such stereotypical 
attitudes and pornography consumption. First, male subjects looked at a series of pornographic images 
while a female confederate in an adjoining room pretended to comment on the same images in one of 
three ways: (1) sexually permissive (“I’d like to try that”), (2) neutral (no comment), or (3) nonpermissive 
(“this is disgusting”).163 In the subsequent aggression experiment, the men were statistically significantly 
more aggressive toward the women who had made sexually permissive comments than toward the other 
women.164

    The research literature is of the opinion that the above experiment promoted aggression through a pro-
cess that devalues the “target.”165 In other words, the male subjects probably thought along the lines of “’let 
the bitch have it’” and then projected such thoughts on to the women they perceived as being more pro-
miscuous.166 Stereotype impressions of women’s permissive attitudes to sex in combination with exposure 
to similar suggestive pornography thus made the men more inclined to perceive the woman as legitimate 
“prey.” Several experiments have confirmed this psychological process that dehumanizes women by show-
ing how nonviolent pornography leads to attitudes that support or trivialize men’s violence against women. 
    One telling experiment was conducted using different types of pornographic movies to clarify their 
separate influences on men’s and women’s relative trivialization of rape in a simulated rape trial.167 In the 
experiment, the control group recommended a prison sentence for a rapist of 823/869 months (men/
women). The subjects who had seen pornographic movies showing female-instigated sex with women pre-
sented as promiscuous, and 
which did not contain either 
force or violence (e.g., Lady 
on the Bus), recommended a 
sentence of 514/515 months 
(men/women) (Zillman & 
Weaver, 118–119 & tbl.4.3). 
Male subjects who had seen movies with rape pornography where men coerce and assault women recom-
mended, somewhat surprisingly, a longer sentence than the women (599/503 months). Male subjects who 
had seen so-called “slasher movies” with eroticized violence (e.g., a naked woman who unsuccessfully 
offers sex in an attempt to avoid murder) recommended the shortest sentence, while the women in that 
group recommended a significantly longer sentence (481/671 months). Subjects who had seen films with 
“consensual” sex, for instance, where romance led to passionate sex (e.g., Lady Chatterly’s Lovers), recom-
mended a shorter sentence of 775/719 months (m/w) that was not, however, statistically reliable compared 
to the control group. 
    The researchers conducted experiments with the four types of films in order to additionally understand 
how the stereotypical categorization of women as legitimate targets for sexual aggression was related to, 
inter alia, the fact that rape pornography did not have the strongest trivializing effect. The experiment the-
refore conducted a questionnaire survey both a week prior to and at the time of each of the four exposures 
to pornographic materials, in which the subjects were asked to review different stereotypical descriptions 
of “wild, promiscuous” and “nice, virtuous” girls respectively (p. 116). After being exposed to the film 
with female-instigated sex without violence, the men among other things rated the descriptions of stereo-
typical “nice and virtuous” girls of their own age as more promiscuous than they rated such descriptions 
before they saw the films (pp. 116–17). By contrast, female subjects were most inclined to categorize these 
stereotypical “virtuous” girls as promiscuous after exposure to the rape film (pp. 116–17). The researchers 
interpreted the finding as showing that the influence of pornography on people’s perception of female 
promiscuity has a strong influence on their relative trivialization of rape, which was reflected in the shorter 
sentences recommended by the subjects, even though the psychological process was slightly different for 
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the women than for the men (p. 119). Other experiments with nonviolent pornography have confirmed 
these consumption effects. 
    An experiment published in 1988, for example, showed how subjects who viewed common nonviolent 
pornography over a six-week period for a total of around 6 hours were more inclined to perceive women 
as sexually promiscuous and to accept male dominance and female servitude one week later than a group 
who had not been exposed.168 Similarly, an earlier experiment published in 1982 had shown, among 
other things, that consumption of common nonviolent pornography over a six-week period for a total of 
about 5 hours made the subjects more likely to believe that people have more sex than the control groups 
believed; on average, the group who were shown pornography believed that around 30% of all adults have 
anal or group sex, in contrast to just over 10% in the control groups.169 The same study also included a 
simulated rape trial. Those who had been exposed for around 5 hours recommended on average around 5 
years imprisonment  – a considerably lower penalty than the almost 10 years recommended by the control 
groups.170 Exposure to nonviolent pornography also reduced support for “women’s liberation” and led to 
an increase in attitudes that support men’s violence against women.171

    The experiments with commercial nonviolent pornography above show that it leads to women beco-
ming legitimate “prey” for sexual aggression in the eyes of consumers and thereby devalued to a more le-
gitimate “target” for aggression. The same processes have been studied by other researchers, including the 
Canadian psychologist James Check, who had a strong influence on the courts in the 1980s. In Canadian 
case law, Check’s three-pronged definition of pornography was adopted in the case of R. v. Wagner (1985). 
There, pornography was categorized as either (1) violent, (2) nonviolent but “dehumanizing or degrading,” 
or (3) nonviolent “explicit erotica” that does not degrade or dehumanize.172 Only the third category, “expli-
cit erotica,” was considered by the courts to be harmless.173 To more closely define the second category, that 
is, dehumanizing pornography without violence, examples were given that included portrayals where “[w]
omen, particularly, are deprived of unique human character or identity and are depicted as sexual play-
things, hysterically and instantly responsive to male sexual demands.”174 The concepts of “dehumanizing” 
and “degrading” thus also include such stereotypical pornographic presentations of women as exaggera-
tedly promiscuous – that is to say, a type of material that has been shown to trivialize and support men’s 
violence against women even though it is not openly violent. 
    In contrast to a reoccurring misunderstanding that pornography cannot be defined in a way that is 
politically or legally useful, Check and his research colleagues have further shown that material classified 
according to Wagner’s three-
pronged definition is similarly 
perceived by ordinary human 
research subjects. In an ex-
periment from Toronto with 
a total of 436 subjects (319 
nonstudents, 117 college stu-
dents, and 115 men in control 
groups), Check et al. compiled three different pornographic films according to the Wagner definition. As 
mentioned earlier, they had to edit and cut together fragments of different scenes to create a coherent “ero-
tic” film without any degrading or violent scenes as they were unable to find commercial pornography that 
was not violent or degrading.175 The first part of the study consisted of a test to see if the material had been 
accurately categorized. The findings showed that the subjects’ ratings “generally conformed quite well” to 
the three-pronged definition (Check & Guloien, 168). The violent pornography was consistently rated as 
comparatively “the least educational, realistic, and affectionate,” and as the most offensive, aggressive and 
degrading (pp. 168-69). The nonviolent but “dehumanizing” pornography was rated somewhere between 
the violent and “erotic” categories, while the latter was rated the most educational (p. 169). 
    The next part of the experiment studied the effects of exposure to the three pornographic movies. The 
subjects were shown one type of film on three occasions within a 6-day period. After 4–5 days the subjects 
were studied with regard to a number of attitudes that support men’s violence against women, together 
with a control group that had not been exposed at all (Check & Guloien, 166). Both the violent porno-
graphy and the dehumanizing nonviolent pornography resulted in the subjects statistically significantly 
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estimating on average a higher likelihood of committing rape or forcing women to have sex than the men 
in the control group did (p. 170–71 & tbl.6.1.). More than twice as many men in these two groups than in 
the control group reported that they had some inclination to rape (p. 177). Dehumanizing or degrading 
nonviolent pornography produced the strongest effect – not violent pornography (p. 179). The effect of 
the third category, “erotic” material, was the weakest and not statistically significant as the other two, even 
though its direction appeared the same (p. 171–72 & tbl.6.1.). 
    A further statistically significant association in Check & Guloien’s study was that the dehumanizing 
nonviolent pornography had a stronger influence on the 241 subjects who reported they consumed porno-
graphy at least once a month than it influenced the remaining 195 subjects, who reported they consumed 
pornography less than once a month. The influence on the latter group did not reach statistical significance 
(1989 pp. 175–76). This implies that those who already consume pornography are the major social and 
political problem, additionally because those who largely do not consume pornography would be expected 
to demonstrate a considerably higher acceptance of stricter regulation. 
    Further statistical analysis was also made of other predispositions to media influence. All the subjects 
were classified on a scale of 0 to 20 for symptoms of psychoticism (0 = no symptoms); no-one was over 8 
on the scale (p. 168). However, a group of 186 subjects lay between 1 and 8 (M = 2.9). The remaining 250 
subjects lay between 0 and 1 (M = 0.50). The group displaying stronger symptoms was influenced more 
by pornography than was the other group. It was only in the first group that there was a statistical risk 
of 1 in 20 or less that the effects of violent or dehumanizing pornography were a random outcome (pp. 
172–73; p <.05). When the 186 men who were more predisposed were further divided into students and 
nonstudents, the risk that the effects of these two films was a random outcome of 1 in 20 or less was only 
found among the students (p. 174; p <.05). It should, however, be borne in mind that when the groups in 
the experiment were divided up into smaller groups with regard to both symptoms of psychoticism and 
the predisposition of students/nonstudents, and each of the three films thereby demanded their own new 
subgroup plus a fourth control group for each new subgroup, the risk of a Type II error became exponen-
tially greater within each group. As mentioned earlier, Type II errors mean that the weaker effects can be 
real even when they do not demonstrate statistical significance. One reason the meta-analysis method was 
developed was specifically to counter Type II errors (see above). 
    The meta-analysis of 16 experiments conducted on 2,248 subjects that was discussed earlier demonstra-
ted homogenous effects of pornography on attitudes that support men’s violence against women.176 These at-
titudes also included the measurement instrument that Check & Guloien used on the effect of pornograp-
hy, namely self-estimated likelihood to rape or force someone into having sex, and their experiments were 
included in the 16 experiments in the meta-analysis.177 The authors of the meta-analysis noted that their 
homogeneity test did not support “the existence of a moderating condition.”178 Put another way: Check 
& Guloien’s subjects may have been influenced by the pornography to varying degrees but they were all 
influenced to some degree. We will have cause to return to the question of the individual propensity to be 
influenced by pornography, since this has also been studied in nonexperimental naturalistic survey studies 
(more on this below). 
    Summary. The degree of violence in pornography is not in itself sufficient to explain why consumers 
become more sexually aggressive or adopt more attitudes that support or trivialize men’s violence against 
women than those who do not consume pornography. Many studies have lacked the categorization of por-
nography that more careful experiments have used, for example, in material that dehumanizes, degrades, 
or portrays stereotyped promiscuous women. These categories make the consumers even more inclined to 
perceive women as “legitimate targets” for sexual aggression, which in turn feeds aggressions and attitudes 
that support or trivialize men’s violence against women. The psychological processes behind dichotomous 
categorizations of women as “whores” or “Madonnas” conceptualize why unadulterated presentations of 
“nymphomania” with a “total absence of coercive or violent action” nonetheless lead to “the strongest trivi-
alization of rape.”179 In the eyes of the viewer, such pornography appears to objectify women and rob them 
of some of their human value. Put another way, pornography subordinates women through its influence on 
the consumers. Pornography thereby comes into conflict with democratic values because subordination 
on the grounds of gender is a form of discrimination that is incompatible with sex equality. A strategy that 
aims to combat pornography that promotes violence against women must therefore go beyond the simpli-
fied perception that only violent pornography is a problem. It is essential to highlight the extent to which 
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women (and also men) are subordinated, dehumanized, and presented as legitimate targets and objects 
for sexual aggression in order to combat the effects of pornography. Such sexual objectification can clearly 
take place with or without violence, as the meta-studies also suggested since the negative effects of violent 
pornography and nonviolent pornography did not demonstrate any notable differences.

Naturalic nonexperimental studies 

Naturalistic studies of the correlation between pornography consumption and men’s violence against 
women that have been conducted with a population sample illustrate whether the effects demonstrated 
in the laboratory experiments also occur in the social context. Such a successful triangulation of research 
methods (see above) is used to counter the criticism that laboratory experiments sometimes have low 
ecological validity (in other words, the argument that the effects only occur in laboratories, not in social 
contexts). The studies on pornography consumption that also control for known moderators or other 
factors that reduce, amplify or counteract the associations with sexual aggression or attitudes that support 
men’s violence against women are of particular relevance. Certainly, a more simple naturalistic correla-
tion between relatively high pornography consumption and relatively more such aggression or attitudes 
would appear to corroborate the experiments’ ecological validity. The correlation could, however, be an 
expression of a stronger interest among persons with a sexually aggressive propensity in wanting to watch 
pornography, which would not in itself be certain to influence them to commit more acts of sexual aggres-
sion or adopt attitudes that support men’s violence than if they had not watched pornography. However, 
prior research shows it is possible to statistically control for alternative causes for sexual aggression among 
men, such as aggressive or promiscuous personality disposition (more on this below), which provides 
stronger support for the experiments’ ecological validity if the correlation between increased pornography 
consumption and increased sexual aggressivity still remains when such factors have been controlled for. 
A number of U.S. naturalistic survey studies appear to corroborate the findings from the experimental 
studies in this way.

Sexual aggression
A study published in 2000 studied almost 3,000 male college students with an average age of 21 from a 
representative sample of American colleges and universities in the mid-1980s using surveys.180 Although 
these subjects were studied before the digital age, the “fundamental psychological processes” linking por-
nography use and sexual aggression are unlikely to have changed substantially.181 Prior research showed 
two main personality predispositions that predicted more sexual aggression that are labeled Hostile Mas-
culinity (HM) and Sexual Promiscuity (SP) (or Impersonal Sex) (Malamuth, Addison & Koss, 60). “Hostile 
masculinity” (HM) includes persons who have “(1) an insecure, defensive, hypersensitive and hostile-
distrustful orientation, particularly toward women, and [get](2) sexual gratification from controlling or 
dominating women,” while “sexual promiscuity” (SP) entails a “promiscuous, noncommittal, game-playing 
orientation towards sexual relations, which is statistically predicted by certain early familial aggression and 
adolescent delinquency.”182

    These two constructs, HM and SP, have been developed into a theoretical model labeled the Confluence 
Model, since the empirical risk for sexual aggression has been shown to rise particularly when they exist 
alongside each other (coincide) in one and the same individual (Malamuth, Addison, & Koss, 59–61). The 
validity of the model has been corroborated by independent groups of researchers in various countries and 
empirical studies.183 In controlling for these two umbrella concepts, the researchers thus include statisti-
cally relevant moderators that are assumed to reduce or amplify sexual aggression alongside pornography 
consumption. The 2000 study measured HM using two psychological scales that had been developed by a 
number of researchers: the Negative Masculinity Scale and the Hostility Toward Women Scale (Malamuth, 
Addison & Koss, 65). Sexual promiscuity (SP) was measured through questions on the age of first inter-
course and number of sexual partners since age 14, which in prior research has been shown to measure the 
personality disposition represented by SP (pp. 64–65). Through the responses on HM and SP the respon-
dents were classified as individuals with either a low, moderate or high risk of committing sexual aggres-
sion. It was thus possible to control whether pornography consumption would predict more or less sexual 
aggression independently of the other risk factors (more on this below). 
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    The “independent variable” that measured pornography consumption consisted of a question asking 
how often, on a four point scale, subjects “read any of the following magazines: Playboy, Penthouse, Chic, 
Club, Forum, Gallery, Genesis, Oui, or Hustler (Check one)” (p. 63). The researchers argued that the choice 
of these magazines was appropriate for testing more common pornography (p. 63). Certainly, these maga-
zines are not particularly representative today, given supply of pornography available on the internet and 
other sources. But they were relatively representative in the mid-1980s when the survey was conducted. 
However, the relatively limited definition may mean that the correlations measured have been watered 
down. One effect of repeated consumption that had already been noted in the 1980s was desensitization 
and the transition to more extreme materials (see chapter 2 above). More extreme consumers may there-
fore have been placed on a par with those who “only” consume common pornography. 
    The measurement of frequency that was used might also have been more precise. The subjects were 
asked to say whether they watched pornography “(1) Never, (2) Seldom, (3) Somewhat frequently, or (4) 
Very frequently,” which the authors admitted was a subjective interpretation compared to reporting, say, 
how many hours or minutes a week or times a month on average they viewed pornography (p. 63; italics 
omitted). Such more precise measurements have been used by researchers to study, among other things, 
young adults’ pornography consumption in Sweden (see chapter 2 above). There is a greater risk here that 
the variation in the correla-
tions is underestimated if low 
consumers overestimate their 
consumption and high con-
sumers underestimate their 
consumption. Both scenarios 
are probable given that por-
nography is surrounded by a large number of taboos, which means that it is not certain that respondents 
have a frame of reference for quantity. How does a male student, for example, know if around four times a 
month is “somewhat frequently” or “seldom” without knowing the mean?
    The “dependent variable” that measured sexual aggression consisted of a battery of 10 questions about to 
what extent, if any, the subjects had behaved in a sexually aggressive way since the age of 14. The questions 
ranged from more gross abuse, such as using violence and through pain coercing someone into having 
sex, including anal sex, or while using alcohol attempting or making someone accept unwanted sex, to less 
gross aggressions such as persuading someone to have unwanted sex using continual arguments and pres-
sure.184 Around 25% of the male students in the survey indicated they had performed one or more of the 
ten types of sexual aggression since the age of 14 to various extent (Koss, Gidycz & Wisniewski, 166–68). 
However, the researchers believe that this is a substantial underestimation (p. 169). If this is the case, it 
might even lead to the statistical correlations between pornography consumption and aggression that have 
been found being watered down and appearing as less than they in fact are. Something that suggests un-
derestimations is that in a parallel study directed at the same college population at the same time, but with 
only the female students (i.e., around 3,000 female college students at the same colleges and universities as 
the men who were studied), about 54% of the women reported that they had experienced the same sexual 
aggressions since age 14 that only 25% of the men admitted perpetrating (p. 169). It could have been pos-
sible to explain the discrepancy through the fact that the perpetrators did not take part in the survey (e.g., 
older nonstudents). However, if this is the case it is surprising that the number of times 25% of the men 
admitted having committed certain acts of sexual aggression is “identical” to the number of times the 54% 
of the women reported they had been subjected to such acts (p. 169; see also p. 167 tbl.3). This need not, 
however, be the result of a deliberate denial. Previous research has among other things observed how con-
victed rapists demonstrate stereotypical rape myths and do not perceive coercion in the sexual situations 
they have experienced.185 
    A further source of underestimation of various correlations in the study is that when there was data 
missing on some survey questions the researchers inserted the average for all respondents – a “conserva-
tive” method that typically reduces the differences between groups (Malamuth, Addison & Koss, 62).
    Despite the likely problems of underestimation that can contribute to correlations being watered down, 
with regard to pornography consumption in particular but also to sexual aggression, the hypothesis that 
pornography independently predicts part of the sexual aggression was surprisingly well-corroborated 
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even after the researchers held constant the alternative factors, namely the HM and SP moderators. In the 
light of, among other things, other naturalistic studies that have shown similar correlations, it is therefore 
important to note that there was a statistically significant linear trend among the almost 3,000 students in 
which pornography consumption also predicted more sexual aggression in the low-risk group, albeit with 
a considerably weaker strength than in the high-risk group (p. 77). In the moderate risk group, a similar 
statistically significant linear was exhibited (s. 78). In the high-risk group, which constituted 7% of the total 
sample, the link between sexual aggression and pornography consumption was statistically significant and 
considerably more “dramatic” among the respondents who had reported the highest level of sexual aggres-
sion than in either of the lower risk groups (p. 78). The findings therefore also corroborate the Confluence 
Model of risk factors. 
    A smaller follow-up study using a convenience sample of 102 male psychology undergraduates, publis-
hed in 2007, used similar methods to the study above by Malamuth et al.186 The follow-up studied the link 
between pornography consumption and sexual aggression by controlling for the moderators HM and SP as 
well as for other predispositions found in convicted criminals. The correlation was found to be very strong 
in the group with a high risk for sexual aggression but was not indicated in the middle and low-risk groups 
(Vega & Malamuth, 112–13) as it was in the previous study, where the linear correlation was statistically 
significant in all risk groups, albeit to varying degrees (see above). The follow-up was, however, conducted 
with a much smaller sample of 102 subjects compared with the almost 3,000 college students who had 
been studied in the first study. The smaller sample makes it considerably more difficult to achieve statis-
tical significance, even though the correlations are just as real in both samples (i.e., there is an inherent 
risk of Type II errors). Further, similar definitions of pornography consumption were used with subjective 
frequency measurements in both studies,187 which in all probability also watered down the correlation in 
the follow up (cf. above).
    In addition to the two studies above, among other things a survey has been done of 480 male college 
students and their pornography use where other factors that can predict sexual aggression were control-
led for, including moderators such as impulsivity, anger, hostility, psychopathology and peer pressure. The 
findings were reported in a doctoral dissertation in 1994.188 Pornography was found to be the strongest 
predictor, accounting for 12% of the total variance (that is, the differences between individuals) in sexual 
aggression and remaining significant after the other variables had been controlled for.189 Another natura-
listic study done with 477 male college students and published in a scientific journal in 1994 also found 
that pornography consump-tion predicted sexually aggressive behavior and an increased self-reported 
likelihood of forcing someone into having sex.190 Both these studies also compared the association vis-à-vis 
certain types of pornography (e.g., violent or nonviolent pornography). The doctoral dissertation found 
a correlation where men who used more violent pornography were more likely to have coerced someone 
into having sex, including rape. However, the second study performed, as was pointed out in the literature, 
an incomplete statistical analysis, which makes its findings less reliable with regard to distinguishing the 
effects of different types of pornography.191 As mentioned earlier, research has indicated that consumption 
of nonviolent pornography often leads to desensitization and the demand for more extreme or violent por-
nography (see chapter 2). Unless the effects of different categories of pornography are satisfactorily separa-
ted it is difficult to know if stronger correlations arising from violent pornography are rather a reflection of 
an increased consumption of pornography in general. 
    Summary. Naturalistic population-based surveys show that pornography consumption is an indepen-
dent variable that predicts which men are more likely to perpetrate more sexual aggression against women, 
even when relevant alternative factors to such behavior have been controlled for. The findings are of high 
importance even if nonexperimental studies cannot in themselves answer questions about causal rela-
tionships, because the findings are consistent with experimental studies in which causal relationships to 
aggression and attitudes supporting violence against women have been identified. Triangulation of these 
two methods supports the conclusion that pornography also causes more sexual aggression in the social 
context. The correlation certainly appears to be considerably stronger among the men most predisposed to 
be sexually aggressive, but given the vague frequency measurement of pornography used and the under-
reporting of sexual aggression that likely occurred in the largest population study above, it is nonetheless 
telling that a weaker statistically significant association was also found there among the less predisposed 
men. We will now situate the findings on sexually aggressive behavior in relation to what has been repor-
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ted on the association between pornography and attitudes that support men’s violence against women.

Attitudes that support or trivialize violence against women
As has been mentioned, attitudes that support or trivialize men’s violence against women predict, with 
statistical significance, the kind of sexual aggression that the studies above investigated.192 In other words, 
Attitudes Supporting Violence Against Women (ASV) indirectly measure sexual aggression. The two 
indicators therefore mutually triangulate in such a way that they are an expression of the same underlying 
phenomenon. As a complement to the meta-analysis of experimental aggression studies, a meta-analysis 
of the effects of pornography on men’s attitudes that support or trivialize violence against women (hereaf-
ter referred to as ASV) was published in 2010.193 The study also corrected a couple of serious errors in an 
earlier meta-analysis of nonexperimental connections between pornography and ASV that was included 
in the same publication that contained a meta-analysis of ASV from 1995 (see Hald, Malamuth & Yuen, 
15–16). The principal author of the older meta-analysis has also admitted the error (p. 16), for which rea-
son the study from 2010 is the correct one. 
    The meta-analysis from 2010 comprised nine studies with a total of 2,309 respondents, and which met 
a number of key quality criteria.194 The researchers found that increased use of pornography among men 
predicted an increase in ASV with statistical significance (p. 18; r = .18, p <.001). When the correlation 
between violent pornography and ASV (r = .24, n = 1394) was compared with that between nonviolent 
pornography and ASV (r = .13, n = 1617) the former was seen to be statistically significantly stronger than 
the latter (p <.001). As was pointed out above it should, however, be borne in mind that consumption of 
violent pornography can covary with increased pornography consumption in general, since consumers of-
ten become desensitized and seek more extreme material (see chapter 2). In other words, the stronger cor-
relation between violent pornography and ASV can rather be a reflection of the fact that more consump-
tion of pornography in general leads to more ASV. In addition to these findings, the meta-analysis found 
that both the combined correlation and the correlation for violent and nonviolent pornography separately 
demonstrated heterogeneous correlations (p. 18). The heterogeneity suggests the existence of moderators, 
that is, variables that reduce or amplify the link (more on this below).
    A later American nonexperimental study from 2011 of 489 fraternity members (members of a male 
student club) studied the correlation between types of pornography and ASV, and the researchers admitted 
it was a limitation that they did not measure the consumption frequency.195 They simply asked the respon-
dents which of three types of pornography they had seen in the previous 12 months. Eighty-three percent 
reported they had seen “graphic sex acts,” 27% reported they had seen “sadomasochistic portrayals,” and 
19% reported that they had seen “explicit rape” (Foubert, Brosi & Bannon, 219–22). Self-reported con-
sumption of all categories predicted more ASV (pp. 220–22). There was certainly a significantly stronger 
correlation between some ASV and the two more violent categories of pornography compared with non-
violent categories and ASV (pp. 220–21). In the light of prior research on desensitization, it is relevant to 
note the markedly smaller number of male students who reported consuming violent material compared 
with the men who reported consuming nonviolent pornography (pp. 220, 222). This relationship implies 
that the higher ASV of the former is more likely to be linked to relatively greater consumption of all types 
of pornography rather than specifically violent pornography. However, it is not possible to draw reliable 
conclusions as long as we lack data on the extent of the consumption. 
    There have been attempts in the literature to develop the question of the heterogeneous correlations in 
the meta-analysis of ASV from 2010, which suggest that there are moderators that reduce or amplify the 
connection. Two years later, a larger nonexperimental analysis of the same data from the middle of the 
1980s that was used to study the correlation with sexual aggression among almost 3,000 male college stu-
dents in the United States was published, but the objective here was to illuminate the correlation between 
pornography and ASV (not aggressive behavior).196 The raw correlation between pornography consump-
tion and ASV was statistically significant (p <.001) and roughly as strong (r = .12)  as the correlation bet-
ween nonviolent pornography and ASV in the nonexperimental meta-analysis above (r = .13).  However, 
this correlation is likely an underestimate. The study from 2012 is, for example, based on the same vague 
consumption frequency as the parallel study of sexual aggression from 2000, namely a question asking 
whether respondents had read a number of common pornography magazines “never, seldom, somewhat 
frequently or very frequently.” The question may lead to low-level consumers overestimating and high-
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level consumers underestimating their consumption if they are unaware of the mean, which should be 
common given the taboos that surround pornography (cf. above). A further source of underestimation 
of different correlations is that where the survey questions lacked information, the researchers inserted a 
mean for everyone, a “conservative” method that typically reduces the differences between groups.199

    With regard to the effect of moderators that reduce or increase the links, the authors assumed in 2012 
that the same theoretical model on converging factors (the Confluence Model) that explained the modera-
tors’ influence on the variation in aggressive behavior might also explain the moderators and variations in 
attitudes supporting or trivializing violence against women (ASV). However, this assumption is surprising, 
since one of the models’ two independent variables/moderators, hostile masculinity (HM), is based on 
attitudes very similar to those measured in ASV. Previous Confluence studies even used the same sorts 
of ASV specifically to measure HM.200 This implies that HM measures the same underlying phenomena 
measured by ASV. Examining whether HM predicts ASV is therefore tautological – rather like asking “to 
what extent do hostile attitudes lead to hostile attitudes”? Perhaps in an attempt to avoid this dilemma, 
two other constructs were used to measure HM, Negative Masculinity and Hostility Toward Women.201 
However, these two constructs contain attitude scales that are very similar to ASV,202 meaning the relation-
ship between HM and ASV still appears tautological. Consequently, the HM moderator’s correlation with 
the variation in ASV would appear to be unreasonably strong if the objective is to study the influence of 
independent factors and consequently to exponentially hide the link between other factors and ASV, such 
as use of pornography. 
    Something that made the interpretation of the moderators’ influence on the association between por-
nography consumption and ASV even more difficult and may contribute to the underestimation of the 
effect of pornography was that the study from 2012 divided the respondents into six separate risk groups 
based on the Confluence Model – four low-risk groups, a moderate-risk group, and a high-risk group.203 
In contrast, the study from 2000 deemed that three risk groups was “more appropriate” since six groups 
would have made each group so small that it would lead to the risk of Type II errors, that is, that an actual 
correlation would not appear as statistically significant.204

    Despite the researchers’ problematic design with regard to underestimations and theoretical models 
that exaggerated the effects of the moderators, they did find a statistically significant correlation between 
pornography use and ASV among men in the high-risk group.205 Although there was an increasing linear 
trend across all five lower-risk groups showing pornography use predicted more ASV,206 the trend was not 
statistically significant within each individual risk group when the converging variables were controlled 
for. Yet the absence of statistical significance within each of the five groups must be placed in relation to 
the design problems discussed above that are likely to have led to significant underestimations of the cor-
relations between pornography consumption and ASV. This refers here to the fact that (a) the division into 
six risk groups in contrast to three risk groups (as in the study on aggression) increased the risk of Type II 
errors; that (b) one of the two moderators measures the same type of attitudes that exist in dependent va-
riables; and that (c) missing data on individual questionnaires were replaced with the mean, thus reducing 
the differences between groups; that (d) the vague and subjective frequency measurements of pornography 
consumption can also reduce differences between groups. Researchers are advised not to conduct a similar 
survey without correcting these four methodology problems. 
    Summary. Even if naturalistic surveys cannot in themselves provide answers to questions about causal 
associations, the studies in this section significantly reinforce the ecological validity in the experimental 
studies. As has been mentioned, the causal associations in the influence of pornography on attitudes can 
be shown in experiments. In the same way as the naturalistic survey studies above found that pornography 
consumption predicted sexual aggression among men, even if other factors partly reduced or amplified 
the associations, so the studies in this section show a similar association between pornography consump-
tion and attitudes supporting or trivializing men’s violence against women (ASV). It is true that it has not 
yet been clearly determined which variables reduce or increase the association between pornography and 
ASV, and problems with the methodology have further meant that the association is probably underesti-
mated. However, on the whole, all types of studies indicate that the majority of men are influenced in some 
way by pornography in their attitudes toward women, albeit to different degrees. The fact that the findings 
in both attitude and aggression studies reach the same conclusions, namely that increased pornography 
consumption leads to both more sexual aggression and more ASV, reinforces the credibility of both types 
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of study. Taken together, the method triangulation of experiments and naturalistic surveys, as well as the 
conceptual triangulation of aggression and attitudinal studies, provides strong support for the conclusion 
that pornography consumption contributes to men’s violence against women. The question of how far this 
association is politically significant depends largely on how people assess the harm that sexually aggressive 
men inflict on their targets. The consequences for the most vulnerable groups, for example, women who 
have sought refuge in shelters, or prostituted persons, are here particularly relevant. 

Particularly vulnerable groups

Survey studies of women abused by men
Survey studies of clients in women’s shelters or healthcare services shed some light on the extent of the 
problems indicated in the general population studies above. They can also verify the ecological validity 
of the experimental causal associations. A survey study of 2,135 women who sought refuge in women’s 
shelters in an American metropolitan area between 1998-2002 asked if their partners viewed pornog-
raphy or utilized the sex industry in some other way (without, however, specifying frequency measure-
ments).207 Just over 40% gave an affirmative response and reported with statistical significance that they 
had been subjected to more sexual violence (sexual abuse, rape, or stalking) than women whose partners 
were not reported to use pornography or other forms of the sex industry (Simmons, Lehman & Collier-
Tenison, 410–11). The accounts of the men who were reported to use pornography or some other form of 
the sex industry also showed statistically significantly more controlling behavior toward the women than 
the other men’s accounts, such as threats, intimidation, minimization, denial, blaming, economic abuse, 
enforced isolation and/or enforcing “male privileges” (pp. 410–11).208 
    An earlier study of 271 women who had been subjected to men’s violence and who participated in a 
support program in New York between 1988–1991 analyzed surveys containing questions about the 
abusers’ use of pornography and alcohol (but without frequency measurements) as well as the length 
of the relationship.209 The women 
reported that 30% of the abusers 
used pornography (Hinson Shope, 
63). In addition to general assault, 
46% of all women reported being 
sexually abused. Women whose 
batterers were reported to use 
pornography ran an increase odd of 1.9 of having been sexually abused, which was comparable with 
women whose abusers were reported to use alcohol. When the researcher separated the joint effects of 
pornography and alcohol, both factors independently showed a statistically significant increase (p <.01) 
in predicting sexual abuse, with odds of 1.277 for pornography “only” and 1.270 for alcohol “only” (p. 
65). Although the odds that the abusers who were reported to use both alcohol and pornography would 
abuse sexually were as high as 3.2, the difference was not statistically significant when this group was 
compared with those who were only reported to use pornography (p. 66). The researcher explained: “It 
appears that alcohol does not exacerbate the effects of pornography on the odds of sexual assault” (p. 66).
    A prior American study published in 1998 examined the connection between violent pornography and 
men’s violence against women, using an ethnically stratified sample of 198 women drawn from public 
medical clinics who had reported abuse a year prior to (or during) a pregnancy.210 The sample consisted 
of one-third each of African Americans, Hispanic and White Americans respectively (Cramer et al., 
324). Among all the women, 40.9% indicated that their abusers watched violent pornography, of whom a 
markedly higher percentage were White American (58.7%) than Hispanic (38.5%) and African American 
(27.1%) women (p. 326). The most severe violence was reported with statistical significance by women 
who reported that their abuser had “forced” them to “look at, act out, or pose for pornographic scenes” – 
a group comprising 25.8 % of all 198 women (p. 327). The findings were also corroborated after control-
ling for the age factor (p. 327). 
    The background to the research surveys above can probably be traced to the time when witnesses 
from women’s shelters began to describe in public the role pornography played in men’s violence against 
women, as in, for example, public hearings in the state of Massachusetts, where a women’s shelter or-
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ganization submitted a written testimony in 1992. The document described how the organization had 
asked clients whether or not their abusers had used pornography as part of their abuse. According to a 
“conservative” estimate, half of the abusers had done so.211 In another example from New York ten years 
previously, a founder and director of a program for sexual assault survivors testified in a similar public 
hearing in Minneapolis in 1983 that she was meeting an increasing number of throat-rape survivors. 
Some who had been victimized described how their assailants referred to the pornographic movie Deep 
Throat prior to assaulting them.212 Furthermore, prosecutors with considerable experience of sexual 
abuse investigations, clinical psychologists treating sex offenders or survivors, and other representa-
tives from women’s shelters have testified how pornography played a similar important role in literally 
hundreds of cases of sexual abuse.213 There is also an abundance of individual testimonies from ordinary 
women and girls given at public hearings and elsewhere in the United States reporting how they have 
been abused by men who forced, or attempted to force them to imitate pornography.214 
    Summary. Men’s use of pornography predicted with statistical significance more violence against 
women who were treated at shelters and in the healthcare system, which is in line with how pornogra-
phy in the experiments led to aggression and attitudes supporting men’s violence against women. This 
section therefore corroborates through method-triangulation the experiments’ ecological validity in the 
same way as the more general population studies above did. 

Prostituted persons on sex purchasers 
An understanding of the role played by pornography in violence against women is clarified further in 
studies with prostituted persons, as in the interview study of 200 prostituted women and girls from San 
Francisco previously mentioned in Chapter 2 where the researchers deliberately avoided “arrestable” or 
“service-oriented” respondents in order to gain a more representative picture.215 A large number of the 
respondents mentioned spontaneously that violent sex purchasers made references to pornography during 
the abuse.216 Similar reports of sex purchasers who force or attempt to force women to imitate pornograp-
hy are also found in later studies, including the one conducted in nine countries mentioned above where 
47% of 802 persons in varying types of prostitution (e.g., indoor and outdoor) reported being upset by 
attempts at making them imitate pornography.217 The Prostitution Inquiry in Sweden also wrote in its final 
report in 1995 that social workers in Gothenburg described how sex purchasers not infrequently pointed 
to pictures in pornographic magazines to describe their wishes to the prostituted persons.218 
    In San Francisco, many of the 200 prostituted persons described spontaneously that they had been 
exploited in pornography already before age 13 (Silbert & Pines, 865–66). In a group of 60% who reported 
sexual abuse during childhood, 22% also gave spontaneous accounts of how the adult had used porno-
graphy before the abuse, among other things either to persuade the child and legitimize the abuse, or to 
arouse the adults themselves (pp. 865–66). Similar corroboratory accounts of abuse during childhood have 
been given by nonprostituted women, as well as by various experts on sexual crimes.219 In public hearings 
in the United States, survivors of prostitution have also testified how sex purchasers constantly refer to 
pornography that they want the prostituted women to imitate.220 A woman in Minneapolis who represen-
ted a large group of prostitution survivors explained why: “[m]en witness the abuse of women in porno-
graphy constantly, and if they can’t engage in that behavior with their wives, girlfriends, or children, they 
force a whore [sic] to do it.”221

    From 73% of the 200 prostituted persons in San Francisco, the researchers received reports of a total of 
193 cases of rape where 24% of the respondents gave spontaneous unsolicited accounts of how the rapists 
consistently referred to pornography materials they had seen (Silbert & Pines, 863). Moreover, the per-
petrators claimed that the materials suggested that the prostituted woman or girl not only enjoyed being 
raped, but also enjoyed being subjected to other extreme violence (p. 863). In 19% of the 193 rape cases, 
the respondents mentioned how they had tried to stop their rapist by saying something like, “Calm down, 
I’m a hooker. Relax, and I’ll turn you a free trick without all this fighting” (p. 864). However, this informa-
tion nonetheless had the opposite effect in all cases: the man started yelling and his violence led to even 
more serious injuries than in cases where the woman had not mentioned her prostitution (p. 864). 
    In 12% of the 193 rape cases where the woman/girl disclosed her prostitution spontaneously she was 
subjected to more comments about pornography than the others who were victimized by rape were (p. 
864). A consistent theme in the perpetrator’s reaction was then that (1) their language became more ag-
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gressive, (2) they became markedly more violent, (3) they said that they had seen prostituted persons in 
pornography and the majority named specific materials, and (4) after vaginal rape the woman was further 
sexually assaulted in a way the women in the pornographic materials that the men referred to were said 
to enjoy (pp. 864–65). One perpetrator was reported to have said: “I know all about you bitches, you’re no 
different; you’re like all of them. I seen it in all the movies. You love being beaten” (p. 864). Another victi-
mized person reported what a perpetrator had said: “Then he told me he had seen whores [sic] just like me 
in (three pornographic films mentioned by name), and told me he knew how to do it to whores like me. 
He knew what whores like me wanted” (p. 865). 
    The behavior and statements of the perpetrators above is similar to the psychological process that has 
been recorded in pornography experiments. As mentioned earlier, subjects who were exposed to common 
nonviolent pornography categorized women as stereotypically promiscuous stereotypes rather than prudes 
(“whore/Madonna”) more often than control groups did. The effect of pornography thus led to the objec-
tification of women, where women were dehumanized and made legitimate “targets” for sexual aggres-
sion. The process led, among other things, to more general aggression against female actors in laboratory 
experiments and a stronger trivialization of rape in simulated trials than in control groups (see above). 
The San Francisco study shows us how these processes work in a social context. When the man who is 
assaulting a woman is informed that she is prostituted it feeds his stereotypical perceptions that prostituted 
women are legitimate targets for aggression, which he sees as justification for subjecting here to even more 
violence and assault. Pornography literally inspires him to objectify prostituted women and to dehumanize 
them and subordinate them to his own wishes (“He knew what whores like me wanted”). When feminists 
claim that pornography is a graphic sexually explicit subordination of people that is contrary to democratic 
values of equality, this is partly what they mean. What we see in these interviews about rapists constitutes 
a triangulation of methods and evidence that confirms the ecological validity of the psychological experi-
ments on the effects of pornography.

Sex purchasers and pornography
Many sex purchasers admit in anonymous interviews that they purchase sex in order to have forms of sex 
that others would refuse, such as dominance and submission, or various acts presented in pornography. 
Among 110 anonymous sex purchasers in Scotland who were randomly sampled through advertisements, 
many said that one important reason for purchasing sex was the “pleasure” of being able to assert “their 
dominance over women in prostitution.”222 One sex purchaser explained that prostitution offers men “the 
freedom to do anything they want in a consequence-free environment.”223 Another pointed out that  
“[s]ome guys watch a lot of pornography and expect their partners to perform certain acts. They’ll either 
pressure their partner to a certain point or then go and get what they want.”224 A similar study of 113 sex 
purchasers in Chicago reported that 46–48% wanted sex with prostituted persons that they either felt 
uncomfortable asking of their partner or that their partner refused to perform.225 This was most commonly 
mentioned as anal sex (27%), followed by oral sex (7%), but also group sex, sadomasochism and domi-
nance, or sex using sex toys and fetishes.226 The sex purchasers in Chicago frequently described how they 
re-enacted, that is, imitated, pornography scenes with prostituted women.227 
    The types of responses and associations demonstrated above among sex purchasers in Scotland and 
Chicago have been found in similar studies in Boston (MA),228 Cambodia229  and London (UK).230 For 
example, 71% of 133 sex purchasers in Cambodia and 52% of 101 sex purchasers in Boston reported that 
they imitated pornography with women they purchased in prostitution and gave many examples of how 
they wanted to try the diversity of behavior they had seen in pornography.231 One sex purchaser in Boston 
explained that when people with whom he wanted to do this with refused, he began purchasing sex from 
prostituted persons.232 Other typical comments were that if a fiancé would not submit to anal sex, the sex 
purchaser knew who would do it.233 The sex purchasers’ responses are in line with the testimony from the 
woman in Minneapolis above, who claimed on behalf of survivors of prostitution that the consumption of 
pornography makes men purchase sex in prostitution when they cannot re-enact pornography with their 
partners or children. Not surprisingly, the researchers in Scotland found that pornography consumption 
with statistical significance predicted more frequent purchasing of sex among the 110 sex purchasers (r = 
.26, p = .006).234 Similar statistical associations were found in a study of 1,672 sex purchasers arrested in 
the United States, and who were also compared to national population samples of men.235 
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    The study from Cambodia is the last in a series of studies where surveys and interview questions have 
probably been refined in order to capture more details about the association between pornography and 
violence against women. Hence it is noted that 41% of the sex purchasers in Cambodia reported they had 
participated in gang rapes (cal-
led bauk in Khmer).236 Of these 
men, 17% said they had taken 
part in gang rapes more than 
10 times, 19% six to ten times, 
42 % two to five times and 28% 
once (Farley et al., 30). Spea-
king of pornography’s role in 
gang rapes, one sex purchaser described how they “took turns to have sex” and “used different styles that 
we saw in the movie” (p. 26). A great deal of violence and force is clearly required to imitate pornography 
with women in this way. One sex purchaser explained: “Sometimes the woman changes her mind when 
she sees how many people are waiting at the place. If that happens, my friends threaten and force her, so-
metimes beating her” (pp. 30–31). Another man told how his “friends beat her and forced her to do all that 
they wanted; sometimes my friends threatened her with death should she not follow what they say” (p. 31). 
A third sex purchaser said, “we bet on who was strong enough to prolong the sex. Anyone who could not 
prolong would be called the loser” (p. 31). Considering the abuse involved, where the sex purchasers show 
absolutely no concern for the women’s health, it is not surprising that one of them said that after a gang 
rape one woman “was in so much pain I was afraid she had died” (p. 31).
    The reports of gang rapes in Cambodia might appear to the uninitiated as an extreme case. This is not 
necessarily so. De facto gang rapes similarly animated by pornography, where women have not had the 
possibility to refuse sex, have been reported in both the United States and Sweden for many years. The 
previous chapter, for example, referred to how the 1995 Prostitution Inquiry reported that Swedish police 
carried out a number of preliminary investigations into so-called sex clubs where pornographic movies 
were produced with crowds of male paying guests. Financially distressed women were forced to perform 
sexual acts they had not agreed to in advance, sometimes with more than ten men, including among other 
things vaginal, oral, and unprepared anal intercourse.237 
    Other situations where groups of men have purchased sex from women under coercive circumstances 
that may be similar to those above have been reported in the United States. Among the sex purchasers 
interviewed in Chicago (see above) one man described how he and his friends were in Las Vegas and 
purchased sex with a prostituted woman and how they ejaculated “on her face at the same time, like in 
the porn movies.”238 Another sex purchaser described how he was on holiday in Cuba with his friends and 
paid a “travel agent” for women to stay in their apartment for three days to clean and “perform” the “sex 
acts requested by the man and his friends.”239 As early as the mid-1980s, a prostituted woman testified in 
the U.S. Attorney General’s Commission’s public hearing in Washington, DC how her pimp used to take 
her to parties with hundreds of men where pornographic movies were shown and followed by sex with 
prostituted women.240 Pornography’s role as a source of inspiration is a common denominator both in the 
gang rapes and among the gangs of men above who purchased sex from prostituted women who had little 
or no possibility to refuse their group sex. 
    Summary. The testimonies above show that sex purchasers commonly not only want to try violent sex 
in general, but in particular to try the acts they were unaware of prior to viewing pornography. There is no 
doubt that these sex purchasers probably have a stronger propensity toward sexual aggression, which has 
influenced their behavior. However, their own admissions indicate that they would not have performed the 
types of acts they chose to perform had they not consumed the particular type of pornography they had. 
The order and outcome of events they recount therefore suggests more than a correlational association. 
Certainly, these survey and interview methods cannot control for causal associations in the same way as an 
experiment. Yet the chain of events corresponds with the causal associations already shown by numerous 
pornography experiments with control groups. Hence, the sex purchasers’ accounts constitute a triangula-
tion of methods that strengthens the ecological validity of the experiments on the effects of pornography. 
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Aggregated level studies, unreliable data

Researchers have attempted to draw conclusions on pornography’s association to men’s violence against 
women based on the figures for reported sex crimes. Such “aggregated level” studies, where, for example, 
countries or states constitute the units of analysis, are however less reliable than the population-based 
studies above where individuals constitute the units of analysis. For example, reports are influenced by 
many variables, not least when we look at them over time. Neither do reports necessarily reflect the actual 
prevalence of sex crimes. Population-based studies above showed that pornography consumption leads to 
a trivialization of men’s violence against women, which might in turn lead to fewer individuals wanting to 
report crime, perhaps because they do not believe it will be taken seriously or because those victimized 
themselves diminish the abuse. An American population study from 2006 found exactly these tendencies 
among adult women who reported that they had been raped: 44% said that one of the main reasons they 
had not reported the crime was that they feared “bad treatment” by the criminal justice system.241 In addi-
tion, 63% said they did not want their “family” or “others” to find out about the incidents (Kilpatrick et al., 
47–48 & tbl.41). The study further found that only 37% of female college students correctly identified the 
abuse as rape, despite the fact that the additional 63% also provided behaviorally specific responses consis-
tent with criteria for existing rape legislation (p. 44). The college women who did correctly identify their 
experience were almost ten times more likely to report it than those who did not identify their rape as rape 
(p. 44). To study the association between pornography consumption and reported crime the researcher 
must control for such sources of error and alternative hypotheses as those implied above.
 
Comparative correlational studies that hold factors constant 
One example of an aggregated study compared 50 states in the United States during the years 1980–1982 
and was replicated by an independent group of researchers for the year 1982; both studies found a statisti-
cally significant positive correlation between the number of pornographic magazines sold and the number 
of reported rapes after statistically controlling for relevant alternative factors.242 The studies took their 
points of departure in prior research and therefore controlled for the percentage of the urbanized popula-
tion, the percentage of young adults (18–24), the percentage of men/women aged 15–24, economic in-
equality or poverty, alcohol consumption, status/equality of women, percentage of single men over the age 
of 15, the percentage of unemployed, the percentage of African Americans,243 the percentage of murders, 
robbery and aggravated assault and the sale of nonpornographic magazines (both general magazines and 
magazines with “macho” themes such as guns, hunting, and sport).244 Other indicators such as corporal 
punishment in schools or public executions were controlled for, as well as the percentage of general violent 
media, geographical mobility, divorce, single person households, tourists, women in state political assemb-
lies, secularism, and other legal or social indicators of equality.245 

A multiple regression analysis indicated among other things that 64% of the total correlation variance 
in reported rapes could be accounted for by the eight most relevant variables and that only 47% of the va-
riance could be accounted for by the remaining seven variables when pornography was excluded from the 
regression analysis.246 In addition to pornography, only two other variables significantly predicted reported 
rapes: the percentages that either lived below the poverty line or were urbanized in the respective state.247 

Since rape reports almost always underestimate the actual incidences of rapes, whether this was a pro-
blem when comparing states was controlled for. The researchers reviewed prior research confirming that 
the relative differences between the states’ reporting corresponded to the relative differences between the 
states’ prevalence of rape.248 Although the prevalence studies relied on by the researchers have also been 
found to underestimate the incidences of rape,249 the prevalence studies are an acceptable control given 
that the percentage of underestimation is relatively similar in all states. The studies were reinforced by 
the fact that sales of pornographic materials and the number of rapes reported were several times higher 
in some states than in others,250 which made it possible to control for considerable statistical differences. 
Compared to surveys conducted over time in one state, the studies conducted within states in the United 
States during 1980–1982 also have the advantage that they can hold constant factors causing change that 
might otherwise influence the inclination to report over time. 
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Longitudinal studies with over-determination and problems of interpretation
Crime reporting is generally a strongly over-determined phenomenon since it is influenced by many factors 
and it is very difficult to distinguish the effect of any one variable.251 One example of these problems, in 
particular in longitudinal studies studying the association between pornography consumption and crime 
reporting over time, is found in a study from 2011 on the Czech Republic, which studies the years 1971–
2007.252 The implicit assumption is that if pornography has become more prevalent over time in the Czech 
Republic, which the study finds is reasonable, in particular since 1989, it may also explain the change in 
the reporting of sex crimes over time. The study claims by implication to analyze causal associations, not 
just correlational associations as in the study of the American states above. However, the authors claim that 
their studies suggest that pornography consumption leads to fewer sex crimes, in contrast to the findings 
of the American studies. The reported rapes mentioned are, however, far from unambiguous, as are the 
reports of sexual abuse of children and “lesser sex-related crimes” (Diamond, Jozifkova & Weiss, 1038–39). 
For reasons of space, only the problems of the authors’ analysis of rape are discussed here, but the pro-
blems in the analysis of the other sexual crimes are equally serious and are discussed in detail elsewhere.253 
    It is noted first that the official Czech rape reporting rate increased from 1989, reaching an exceptionally 
high level of approx. 900 rape reports in 1990, after which the number of rape reports lay at just under 750 
per year until 1998 (Diamond, Jozifkova & Weiss, 1039 & fig.1). Rape reporting stabilized from 1999 up 
to and including 2007 at between 500 and 750 cases per year, roughly the same annual rate as during the 
period 1971–1989 (p. 1039 & fig.1). The authors refer, however, to an increase in the male population aged 
15–64 that implies a de facto decrease in rape reports per capita of 15.5% (p. 1040). There are, however, 
many variables that might cause such a relatively small decrease in the number of rape reports given that 
they took place over a 35-year period including rapid and sweeping technological, social, economic, cul-
tural, and political change. 
    As is well-known, the Czech Republic experienced the Velvet Revolution, the transition from commu-
nism to capitalism and liberalism, as well as the separation into two states (the Czech Republic and Slo-
vakia) in a few dramatic years. A 15.5% fall in the number of crime reports, which should not be equated 
with the actual prevalence of crime (cf. above), and during such an extensive transformation of society, 
may be the result of many factors and is therefore potentially “over-determined.”254 
    The Czech study makes no mention, for example, of the large number of studies showing how porno-
graphy promotes both violence against women and the attitudes that trivialize it, and in particular a ten-
dency among both men and women to recommend a less severe punishment for rape (see above). These 
outcomes might have a negative influence on rape reporting. In the light of this knowledge, one hypothesis 
is that the initial rise in rape reporting 1989–1998 reflects an actual increase in the prevalence of crime due 
to increased pornography consumption – not just an increase in the inclination to report it. The reduc-
tion in crime reporting after 1998 thus reflects the changes in attitudes that pornography has helped to 
create in the Czech Republic after 1989, where those who have been subjected to rape increasingly feel a 
sense of resignation in the face of the desensitization to sexual abuse now apparent in society. Hence, those 
victimized do not feel it is worth reporting crime, particularly if the sanctions would be insignificant and a 
trial difficult. 
    By contrast to the Czech longitudinal study, the American comparative studies were able to control the 
conceptual validity in their rape reporting by comparing the relative differences between the states’ re-
porting with the relative difference between their prevalence of rape (see above). The Czech study does not 
present a prevalence study to validate whether the variance in official crime reporting over time matches 
the actual prevalence over time. It is not possible to rely on an indirect comparison since the Czech Re-
public today is a very different society from the United States in 1980–1982. It is therefore also surprising 
that the Czech study did not attempt to make comparisons with comparable data from countries such as 
Slovakia or neighboring post-communist countries in Eastern Europe, which could either have validated 
their interpretations or given rise to rival hypotheses. 
    The Czech study refers in one place to a dramatic increase in the reporting of nonsexual crimes from 
1989 and onwards, such as robbery, willful battery, or robbery-related murders (Diamon, Jozifkova & 
Weiss, 1040), which is said to say something about “comparative markers of social change” (p. 1039). Yet 
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the authors never make clear how this “social change” is related to the reporting frequency of sexual crimes. 
The statement appears to be a prefunctory one – not a thoughtful argument. A reasonable hypothesis is 
that the dramatic increase in the reporting of robberies, assault, and murder after 1989 is likely to have 
caused a considerable increase in the workload of the police. It should then be noted that rapes are noto-
riously difficult to investigate and prosecute successfully even in well-developed criminal justice systems 
such as the United States.255 A dramatic increase in other crimes would therefore be likely to discourage 
rape reporting if women know that not only will their rapes be trivialized (partly due to the increased 
spread of pornography) but also that the workload of the police has suddenly increased. 
    In addition to the flaws pointed out here, it is surprising that the Czech longitudinal study did not con-
trol for any alternative demographic variables, such as those that have predicted more rapes in the United 
States and that were controlled for in the American comparative studies of states above (e.g., unemploy-
ment, percentage of single households, poverty, urbanization). Furthermore, the Czech study was unable 
to hold constant for cultural changes over 35 years that can introduce unknown factors, which the Ameri-
can studies were able to do since they compared 51 states during the same years. In comparison with the 
American studies, the Czech study appears to be considerably less reliable, if not misleading. 

A comparison of aggregated and other methods
In comparison with the experiments, population studies, or the specific studies of vulnerable groups 
discussed earlier, aggregated studies must control for many more alternative factors, since the variance in 
reported crime is an “over-determined” social phenomenon. Certainly, well-conducted studies that control 
for relevant alternative factors can appear convincing, like the American studies where, among other 
things, the relative differences in prevalence and reporting in 50 states were roughly the same. Yet resear-
chers may be “carrying coals to Newcastle” when they invest large resources in such correlational studies 
with so many uncertainties. It appears to be relatively more simple to conduct population-based surveys 
that control for relevant alternative factors, provided that the questionnaire is well-designed and does 
not contain problems of the kind described above (e.g., vague frequency measurements or tautological 
variables). The fact that the aggregated method has been used to present not only unreliable but downright 
misleading claims that increased pornography consumption leads to fewer sex crimes over time, implies 
that the reader who comes across it should exercise particular caution. 
    The knowledge accounted for in this chapter is based on a large number of studies and other documen-
tation where methods and concepts have been triangulated in psychological experiments, nonexperimen-
tal population surveys, and specific population studies with vulnerable groups and individual qualitative 
data. Taken together they show emphatically that the majority of pornography consumption today leads 
both to more men’s violence against women and more attitudes that trivialize the same violence. All in all, 
this chapter has shown that using pornography makes men more inclined to commit rape and more incli-
ned to exercise undue pressure on their partners to make them put up with unwanted sexual acts. Further-
more, the consumption causes both men and women to increasingly trivialize sexual crime, which affects 
the police, judges, and juries. The more men consume pornography, the more likely they are to purchase 
sex and more likely to demand that prostituted persons imitate pornographic behavior that can be violent, 
unhealthy, degrading or traumatizing for the prostituted persons (in some cases even going so far as gang 
rape). 
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Introduction: a civil rights approach

Civil law remedies empower those who are victimized by the harmful effects of pornography in their 
efforts to hold pornographers and other profiteers accountable for the harm they have caused. Situations 
where organizations represent the perspective and interests of those victimized have produced more effec-
tive outcomes, as happened for example when the new Canadian constitution, Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms,256 was adopted in 1982 and the government supported historically subordinated groups so 
they could litigate in constitutional cases against distributors of pornography and others.257 Criminal law 
strategies strengthen the initiative and power of the police and prosecutors with regard to how the law is 
applied, and contain more limited possibilities for those victimized to influence the process. Police and 
prosecutors generally lack the motivating force found in, for example, women’s shelters or survivor net-
works, to apply laws on sexual exploitation or the harmful effects of pornography more effectively – a flaw 
that has made criminal laws relatively ineffective in some places.258 Both tools together are recommended, 
with emphasis on civil routes.
    There are two main strategies to legally challenge pornography in Sweden that will be described in more 
detail below. The first strategy focuses on the conditions of production, and should not require any new 
legislation since the Criminal Code already contains provisions that can be applied (e.g., the provisions 
on procuring and human trafficking).259 The second strategy focuses on the dissemination of pornography 
and is intended first and foremost to curb the consumption harms. That strategy presupposes new legisla-
tion, possibly with a call for an amendment to the constitution. Any such regulation of dissemination 
should be based on a well-considered legal definition of pornography that would not be possible to apply 
inappropriately to address other types of expressions of sexual allusion – namely portrayals that have not 
been found to promote men’s violence against women in the way the research has shown that common 
commercial pornography does. How pornography is defined legally is thus also important for ensuring 
that the law is not perceived as a far too large infringement of freedom of expression.
    In the United States, civil litigation is already used today without the involvement of the police and 
prosecutors to bring actions against producers, distributors, and consumers of child pornography on the 
internet. The litigations are based on federal legislation adopted by the U.S. Congress where a formulation 
that has given rise to a number of cases stated that perpetrators of crimes of child pornography are liable 
to pay damages for “the full amount” that can be related to the suffering and economic loss of the victim.260 
After a long period of disputes, mainly concerning the liability of the consumer, where the decisions in 
the federal circuits’ courts of appeals were markedly different and no uniform national standard emerged, 
the Supreme Court ruled that consumers are liable to pay damages that are apportioned to their proven 
contribution to the harm, if only to a relatively modest degree.261 
 
Civil litigation as such could be applied in Sweden, at least with regard to producers and distributors 
of adult pornography.262 A civil claim for damages in Sweden, a so-called private claim, can be made either 
directly in conjunction with a criminal trial with assistance from the prosecutor and victim’s legal coun-
cel,263 or as a separate civil procedure in a civil action.264 Given the existing or possible new legislation that 
is discussed more thoroughly below, persons who have been exploited in pornography or harmed through 
consumption can then through the victim’s legal counsel, the prosecutor, or individual lawyers seek as-
sistance to contact IT specialists, which in turn seek to obtain information about distributors or producers 
to sue them for violation. The threat of a completely civil and public action for damages in which distribu-
tors/producers are forced to defend themselves in court, could be preventive in the same way as a threat of 
fines or imprisonment are. Criminal cases also demand more in the way of public resources, for example 
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in the form of surveillance and/or investigatory work, if they are to have the same preventive effect as 
actions under civil law, which are brought mainly by the parties themselves. However, a civil procedure 
may demand considerably more resources from the victimized person – economically, psychologically, or 
both. Considering the difficulties and lack of resources that prostituted persons or others who have been 
exposed to the consumption harms of pornography might face, a sustainable strategy should seek to create 
both civil as well as criminal law remedies to promote the likelihood that those victimized will be able to 
move the process forward.

Production harms
The term prostitution is generally understood to mean someone paying for sex, and sometimes involves a 
third party who profits from the prostitution (e.g., pimps, traffickers, brothel owners, or other profiteers). 
It thus appears inconsistent that prostitution taking place in front of a camera, where a pornographer 
both profits from and pays for others to have sex, is not regulated in the same way as the prostitution that 
according to present case law falls under the provisions on procuring or human trafficking. Given that a 
number of serious production harms (e.g., violence and abuse) are sometimes even more serious for those 
exploited in pornography than in other forms of prostitution, as is indicated not least in studies where the 
relative post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) of the former has been shown to be greater,265 the absence 
of regulation appears problematic. It can also be seen as illogical that the absence is sometimes attributed 
to freedom of expression; society does not accept, for example, violations of the Working Environment Act 
at publishing firms, child labor at the printing presses of the daily media, or employees at TV stations who 
assault or sexually harass their colleagues on the grounds of freedom of expression. 
    Applying the laws on prostitution to pornographic productions would not mean attacking the dissemi-
nation of any such materials. If the production was required to follow general law this would not mean 
that pornographers would be prevented from, say, spreading virtual pornography, where no real people are 
harmed. In this respect, the application of the laws on prostitution does not raise the freedom of expres-
sion obstacles that, for example, an anti-discrimination law against the spreading of pornography might 
do, where the object of a civil action would be the pornographic images or films – not just the conditions 
of production. However, such a regulation of the production sends a clear message that pornography is 
generally based on the exploitation of vulnerable people just like any other form of prostitution, which is a 
strong normative standpoint that can also influence opinion to further question the consumption on other 
than legal grounds. Below follows a discussion on the application of the provisions on procuring and its 
injured person law, and attempts to raise objections based on freedom of expression are addressed.

Wording and application of the provisions on procuring
Someone who “promotes or in an improper way financially exploits a person who has casual sexual rela-
tions in return for payment” is guilty of procuring.266 In order to judge further whether the procuring is 
“gross,” particular consideration must be given to whether it has “concerned a large-scale activity, brought 
significant financial gain, or involved ruthless exploitation of another person.”267 Imprisonment is already 
included in the range of punishments for normal cases of procuring when the proceedings fall under 
criminal law. With regard to civil law, established case law allows damages to be paid out to a prostituted 
person268 who has been exploited, as long as the procuring has not consisted solely of “promoting” prostitu-
tion (more on this below).269 

The idea of applying the legislation on procuring to pornography production was first proposed in the 
1993 Prostitution Inquiry, headed by Inga-Britt Törnell, a former Supreme Court Justice, who wrote in her 
final report in 1995 that the persons participating “in pornography and strip club activities” are not infre-
quently subjected to “a profoundly violating treatment. Their possibilities to protect themselves against 
those who run the business are often very limited. Not infrequently the conditions are of the kind that in 
normal procuring would amount to gross procuring.”270 This assessment of the harms is still relevant today, 
not least in the light of the updated research and knowledge reported earlier in Chapter 2 above. Törnell 
continued that it is not possible “to motivate a penalty for the traditional procurer but consider the por-
nography industry’s . . . actions as lawful” (SOU 1995:15 p. 231). Here she was making the point that even 
if pornography’s profiteers could be regarded as sex purchasers or accomplices to the crime of purchasing 
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sex, their activities were “primarily a promotion of or profiteering from a weaker party being exploited for 
casual sexual relations, in other words a form of procuring” (p. 231). 

Törnell admitted that the then “wording of the procuring provision may appear to cover” the porno-
graphy industry’s actions, but further pointed out – albeit without any citation – that it “is however clear 
that the legislator only considered making procuring criminally liable in the form of the profiteering from 
someone else’s prostitution in the sense that the latter has casual sex with ‘customers’ who pay to be sexu-
ally stimulated” (p. 231). She then stated – again without citation – that “[h]owever, the present wording 
is not considered to cover the actions of the sex film producer when he pays others to have sexual rela-
tions with each other” (p. 231). It is, however, not clear exactly what it was in the wording that supported 
Törnell’s alleged division into intended and non-intended applications.

The wording of the procuring law is (as has been mentioned): “Anyone who promotes or in an improper 
way financially exploits a person who has casual sexual relations in return for payment.”271 The wording 
makes no other distinction between customers, performers, prostituted persons, or other persons; in other 
words, the provisions refer to two people: (1) one who exploits/promotes, and (2) one who has “casual sex-
ual relations in return for payment.” The wording of the procuring provision is therefore not limited to an 
action that must involve “‘customers’ who pay for sexual stimulation” – something that Törnell maintained 
without source citation or explanation (SOU 1995:15 p. 231). That “a person has casual sexual relations in 
return for payment” says nothing about whether these relations take place with a paying “customer” (sex 
purchaser), for a paying third party (pornography producer) or on behalf of anyone else (e.g., a paying 
pornography consumer, a voyeur). It therefore appears that the provision can be applied to pornography 
production without any need for additional amendments. 

The procuring provisions have also been applied historically to new areas that were not originally 
mentioned. As recently as 1979 the Supreme Court extended the area of application for the procuring 
provisions to cover newspaper advertisements for prostitution.272 The Court of Appeal had already dismis-
sed the protests that the application was not implicated in either the wording of the provisions, or in its 
original or later preparatory works (which in one case was in fact written as late as 1976).273 The courts’ 
motivation for the extended application was that society had long tried to counter prostitution, and the 
procuring provisions were already being applied in “somewhat disparate situations.”274 Although newspa-
per advertisements had not been mentioned in preparatory works, “for example, supplying addresses of 
prostitutes” had been mentioned as a “promoting measure,” which the court considered “in its content” to 
be “well comparable to advertising.”275 A hypothetical objection is that the legislators’ intent may have been 
specifically not to include advertisements. This view was not, however, shared by the Court, who affirmed 
the Court of Appeal’s ruling instead, which has considered that since “advertising has a much stronger ef-
fect than such conduct that the legislative history directly aimed at it is generally important, as a means in 
the fight against prostitution, to counter such advertising at issue in this case.”276 

If an action need not be included in the preparatory works to be covered by the procuring law, there 
does not appear to be any obstacle to applying the procuring law’s wording on “[a]nyone who promotes or 
in an improper way financially exploits a person who has casual sexual relations in return for payment”277 
in a pornographic movie. The view of the courts, that the newspaper advertisements’ stronger effect on 
prostitution justified a broader application of the procuring provisions, similarly suggests that the research 
on the substantial harmful effects of sexual exploitation in pornography should be particularly taken into 
account. As was pointed out in Chapter 2, the harms are not infrequently worse for those exploited in por-
nography and other forms of prostitution than for those who are only prostituted outside pornography.278

Civil law’s injured persons law
“Common” pimps are already often ordered to pay compensation for violation to prostituted persons 
(compensation for violation is a more standardized form of damages). An injured person with the right to 
claim compensation for violation has for many years regularly been designated in prosecutions for gross 
procuring and, generally speaking, always in prosecutions for human trafficking. But this also sometimes 
occurs in prosecutions for “normal” procuring, for example if the procuring has included an “improper” 
financial exploitation in addition to the “promoting” of prostitution, or if the procuring is in some other 
way considered to entitle to damages.279 The legislation on procuring can therefore be used to claim com-
pensation for violation for those who have been affected as a result of the production harms described in 
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Chapter 2. The other party is then the pornographer or other profiteers who exploit people in pornograp-
hic movies. 

The Swedish Code of Judicial Procedure defines the injured person as the person “against whom the 
offense was committed or who was affronted or harmed by it.”280 The empirical research in the previous 
chapter shows emphatically that prostituted persons suffer substantial harm as a result of being exploited 
in pornographic productions, which may, for example, be expressed as higher levels of post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD) or lead to stronger feelings of stigmatization for those exploited both in porno-
graphy and in other forms of prostitution than those who are only prostituted outside pornography.281 
The association between prostitution and PTSD remained, as was shown earlier in Chapter 2, statistically 
significant even after other relevant factors had been controlled for, such as other assault within or outside 
the prostitution or abuse during childhood.282 This implies that the prostitution as such harms the prostitu-
ted person – not only other factors for which pornographers or sex purchasers are not directly responsible. 
The “harmed by it” element of the concept of the injured person appears thus to be more than relevant for 
the majority of persons who find themselves in regular prostitution in pornography – a group that, like 
other prostituted persons, usually might be expected to want to leave the sex industry.283 These persons 
would benefit greatly from being able as injured persons to claim both damages and other forms of crime 
victim support in or-der to improve their chances of implementing such a life choice. 

Even sex purchasers demonstrate a surprisingly strong awareness of both the harmful effects on the 
prostituted persons and the very difficult circumstances that usually force people into the sex industry.284 It 
can therefore be presumed that pornographers are even more likely to understand that they are exploiting 
the vulnerable state of prostituted persons in a way that causes them serious harm. Being forced to have re-
peated sex in pornographic productions or prostitution in return for payment because of your circumstan-
ces leads to serious harmful effects (see chapter 2 above). According to the Tort Liability Act these harmful 
effects imply that pornographers who exploit a prostituted person have committed an “act of violation on 
their person, liberty, peace, or honor” and therefore “shall compensate the harm the violation brings”285 – 
given that the prostituted person claims their right. Apart from the usual criminal law procedure, a civil 
law action could also be brought with the support of women’s shelters or anti-discrimination offices to 
represent the “survivor.” This avoids potential imprisonment under criminal law, long drawn out trials, and 
relatively high burdens of proof. To make such litigation more effective, public support or special legisla-
tion can be adopted to make the representation of those who are entitled to damages from pornographers 
more straightforward.286

Freedom of expression is no barrier to application  
The Prostitution Inquiry’s final report from 1995 was clear that freedom of expression did not place any 
obstacles in the way of applying the procuring laws: “It is not an issue of criminalizing the production of 
the image/film, but the underlying conduct. This can be compared with a case where someone films an as-
sault that he himself instigated, a condition that does not bar a conviction for liability for complicity in the 
assault, the provisions on freedom of expression notwithstanding.” 287 This reasoning has been referred to 
in several subsequent preparatory legislative works.288 An attempt to contradict the statement was publis-
hed in a final report in 2001 by the 1998 Sexual Crimes Committee.289 The Inquiry admitted, however, that 
so-called indirect restrictions stemming from general law, such as provisions against procuring or assault, 
need not imply that a specific integral means in the production of pornography or other activities are ex-
empt from such provisions even where the final product enjoys protection under freedom of expression.

[One could argue] that the Freedom of the Press Act and the Freedom of Expression Act do not prevent the 
production and dissemination of printed matter and other media in the fundamental laws being subject to the 
same legal rules as other similar activity, for example comparable business activity. General restrictions that 
have nothing to do with the expected content are not regarded as violating the fundamental laws. Thus the 
Working Environment Act’s regulation criminalizing the use of child labor can also be applied to the production 
and dissemination of images and film. Accordingly, it is argued that the legislation on sexual crimes constitutes 
legal rules that hold generally and actual limitations that follow from them do not violate the fundamental laws. 
(SOU 2001:14 pp. 411–12)
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    Despite the arguments’ supporting tolerance for an indirect restriction of the pornographer’s business, 
where the production (not the dissemination) is subjected to general law, the Committee objected, with 
reference to previous preparatory legislative works on media concentration (monopolization/antitrust) 
and bankruptcy law (p. 412). These objections are discussed in turn below.
    With regard to the two previous media concentration inquiries, the Sexual Crimes Committee certainly 
admitted at first that these inquiries had considered that “case law” and “the preparatory legislative works 
on the Freedom of the Press Act” only indicated that “more or less directly intended infringements” of 
freedom of expression were impermissible (id.). However, the Sexual Crimes Committee later maintained 
that if indirect restrictions such as, for example, applying the procuring laws to pornography production, 
would mean that pornographers’ freedom of expression would be “illusory,” then they are not permissible 
(id.). In a footnote, the Inquiry further claims in support of its argument that the Media Concentration 
Committee of 1999 “considered” that “it could not be ruled out that the Competition Act’s regulations 
on the acquisition of companies are nullified” by the fundamental laws on freedom of expression (p. 412 
n.13). A closer examination of these sources documented by the Sexual Crimes Committee does not, 
however, support the Committee’s interpretation.
    To take one example, previous media concentration inquiries did not refer to “case law” as claimed 
by the Sexual Crimes Committee (p. 412). Rather, the opposite was true: the Media Concentration 
Committee’s report Yttrandefrihet och konkurrensen (Freedom of Expression and Competition) (1999), 
for example, stated that apart from a precedent that considered the right of editors to refuse to accept an 
advertisement, there was no clear established case law for how a possible conflict between competition law 
(antitrust) and freedom of expression could be judged in the cases of media concentration.290 The Inquiry 
went so far as to encourage the Swedish Competition Authority to continue to pursue cases against media 
concentration despite the criticism of its activities, in order to make the law more predictable via prece-
dential rulings.291  
 
The inquiries on media concentration were also more sophisticated in their view of freedom of expres-
sion than was presented by the Sexual Crimes Committee. Both reports contained long discussions on two 
ideological perspectives prevalent among lawyers concerning the alleged indirect restrictions on freedom 
of expression that can result when competition law is applied to media companies. According to one of 
these perspectives, the danger is that media monopolies, rather than democratic interventions, will create 
obstacles to diversity within media, and thus limit citizens’ free exchanges of opinions and availability 
of comprehensive information that freedom of the press regulations are intended to protect.292 In other 
words, media concentration may actually contribute to the citizens’ freedom of expression becoming il-
lusory. Based on this perspective, applying competition law to media companies promotes the values that 
the laws on freedom of expression aim to protect, rather than limiting them. 
    The earlier Media Concentration Inquiry’s final report from 1980 noted that a more dogmatic textual 
interpretation of the law could be taken as a justification for an indirect defense of media monopolization 
and therefore proposed an explicit formulation in the constitution to make it clear that applying competi-
tion law to media companies should not be seen as a restriction of freedom of expression.293 Their proposal 
was not in fact implemented, but the subsequent 1999 Inquiry stated that an interpretation of the constitu-
tion in defense of media monopolies was “incompatible, inter alia, with declarations that have been made 
by the Standing Committee on the Constitution in various contexts” in Parliament and that even if “the 
newspaper publishers” maintained the opposite “no one” could “know with certainty what applies” before 
the question has been tried in court.294 With this, the Sexual Crimes Committee’s attempt to refer to these 
two Inquiries in support of its stance that pornography production is above the application of general law 
appears to be highly misleading.
    With regard to the Sexual Crimes Committee’s reference to a preparatory legislative work on bankruptcy 
law, this too (a government bill on bankruptcy law from 1980) was presented as more one-sided than the 
original source suggests. The reason for linking bankruptcy law to freedom of expression and the applica-
tion of the procuring law to pornography production in the first place was that the parliamentary Council 
on Legislation had objected that a ban on carrying on a business as a result of bankruptcy could strike 
a blow against authors, freelance journalists, troubadours, or photographers who use constitutionally 
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established rights in their daily professional activities.295 As a response to these protests the government 
introduced a waiver for these groups,296 albeit somewhat reluctantly and to a more limited extent than the 
Sexual Crimes Committee chose to report.
    For example, the government expressed doubt as to whether the proposal for a ban without a waiver on 
carrying on business “in reality implies any infringement of rights protected by the constitution” since the 
proposal did not imply any “specific attack” on constitutional rights but “aims to make it possible to inter-
vene against traders of all kinds, who through their business activities are guilty of gross unlawful conduct 
– often in the area of white-collar crime.”297 It was further assumed that the waivers did not have “any great 
practical importance” since they only applied to individual persons’ business activities and not to indi-
viduals who are “acting on behalf of legal entities . . . regardless of whether the activities fall within the area 
protected by the constitution or not” (prop. 1979/80:83 p. 191). The government further considered that 
“there would be reasons to discuss . . . the waivers again . . . if the waivers were seen to cause practical trou-
bles” (id.). None of these cautionary remarks that limited the application of the waivers and warned against 
taking them too rigidly is mentioned by the Sexual Crimes Committee, who instead say, with no further 
explanation, that “special regulations” had been introduced so that the law on bankruptcy’s provisions on a 
trade ban would not apply to “the constitutionally protected business activities” (2001:14 p. 412).
    An extension of the Sexual Crimes Committee’s argument on indirect restrictions and “illusory” 
freedom of expression is that legislation against, for example, rape, sexual coercion, or assault cannot 
in practice be applied to such conduct that constitute an integral means in the presentation of material 
that is otherwise protected under freedom of expression. If the Committee’s standpoints are, contrary to 
expectation, correct, it should be possible to find examples of case law to support them, for example where 
someone has been prosecuted for a crime committed as an integral means in producing material protec-
ted by freedom of expression but where the constitution has been successfully cited in order to provide 
exemption from punishment. One recent example that speaks directly against such an interpretation is 
the widely known case in which the artist Anna Odell was convicted under the Criminal Code of violent 
resistance and dishonest conduct while performing an artistic project that was otherwise legal and protected 
under the Freedom of Expression Act. On 21 January 2009, Odell stood on a bridge in Stockholm, Lilje-
holmsbron, and acted as someone who was mentally disordered and suicidal, which led to “unnecessary 
security measures” – a cost-incurring intervention for society during which public service employees were 
subjected to kicking and screaming.298 
 
In the Odell case the court concluded that the fact that “the violent resistance was filmed for the pur-
pose of showing the video to the public does not entail that the Freedom of Expression Act is an obstacle 
in the way for a regular criminal law trial of the [proscribed] conduct.”299 In contrast to the 1998 Sexual 
Crimes Committee’s reasoning, this court found no impermissible “indirect” restrictions of the rights 
supported by the constitution that would make these “illusory” when the court applied the decisions on 
violent resistance and dishonest conduct against an artist who produced both an artistic project and a 
contemporary commentary on the debate on how mental disorders are dealt with by public institutions. 
The court openly recognized that Odell’s purpose was to raise public awareness of compulsory care of pe-
ople with psychiatric disorders – a condition that mitigated her sentence only to the extent of lowering the 
number of day fines imposed to 50.300 Fifty day fines is the same number as were imposed for a typical sex 
purchase in over 85% of the cases during the first ten years of the Sex Purchase Law in Sweden.301 
    In contrast to a number of other noted cases, such as the Aftonbladet case, where a journalist and four 
Nazis were acquitted of charges of unlawful threats despite having contributed to the publishing of threate-
ning pictures outside the homes of well-known public figures,302 the Odell verdict was not about restricting 
her right to disseminate materials protected by freedom of expression laws that could in itself constitute a 
crime under general law (e.g., as in the Aftonbladet case, unlawful threat). The Odell verdict concerned the 
fact that she had violated general law during the production of the material. Thus the Odell case is not ana-
logous with the Aftonbladet case. However, the Odell case is analogous to how the provisions on procuring 
can be applied to pornography production where someone “promotes or in an improper way financially 
exploits a person who has casual sexual relations in return for payment”303 – never mind that the right to 
disseminate the pornography may remain unrestricted. 
    The Odell case is also a direct contradiction to the 1998 Sexual Crimes Committee’s reasoning in that 
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it shows that despite the crime’s low penalty, which was the same as for the typical case of purchasing sex 
between 1999–2008, dishonest conduct and violent resistance do not become legal simply by being integral 
means in producing otherwise constitutionally protected media materials.
    Other examples of case law that contradict the Sexual Crimes Committee’s reasoning consist of a 
number of cases from courts of appeal and district courts involving sexual offenses that have been filmed, 
sometimes with explicit artistic ambitions, but where the perpetrators have nonetheless been convicted 
under general law with no mitigating circumstances. To take an example, in 2009 Scania and Blekinge 
Court of Appeal convicted a man of gross violation of a woman’s integrity and gross rape over a period 
of several years during which he had also filmed a number of his sexual assaults on repeated occasions 
in Malmö.304 When the court of appeal considered the accused’s argument that the women involved had 
consented to the sexual acts, which also included filmed group sex, this was considered to be irrelevant 
since the “repetitive and almost routinely abuse” the injured persons were subjected to presented a threat 
that exercised such coercive conditions that explicit consent was irrelevant.305 Similar situations have been 
documented in pornography production where pimps, in addition to exploiting people’s socially coercive 
circumstances, not infrequently physically assault women as a means to force them to smile and express 
consent in the films.306 
    Additionally, the perpetrator in Malmö had artistic ambitions, and according to information from the 
injured persons did not want the films to include violence.307 For example, he deleted the first version of a 
group sex film because one of the women “cried all the time” and the other woman sat on the edge of a bed 
and looked sad.308 He later forced them to make a new film where they smiled and looked happy.309 This 
kind of film can be disseminated with constitutional protection because “presentations characterized as 
pure entertainment and without cultural value, even pornography” have been considered to be covered by 
the protection of freedom of expression.310 Despite this, in contrast to the Anna Odell case (see above) no 
attempt was made by the defendant to invoke constitutional protection even for the purpose of mitigating 
the sentence, or to point to possible dangers of a precedent that would permit indirect restrictions of por-
nography production. However, the courts did note a number of other points of doubtful importance that 
may have mitigated the sentence. For example they did not accept the prosecutors’ description that the 
rapes between 2002–2008 had occurred “more or less daily”; according to the court they only took place 
“several times a week,” and it was further noted that one of the two women was not raped during 2004 as 
she was pregnant that year.311 If such details are worth taking up in court it is likely that the defense lawyer 
too, if this had been accepted as reasonable, would have cited impermissible “indirect restrictions” of 
freedom of expression in the same way that the 1998 Sexual Crimes Committee did to defend pimps who 
produce pornography against prosecution for procuring. This argument was not made.
    A similar case in the Court of Appeal for Western Sweden concerned a man who had filmed a num-
ber of coercive sexual acts with his wife that he claimed (in contrast to his wife’s testimony) constituted 
consensual role-play. For various reasons the Court of Appeal for Western Sweden deemed the man’s 
testimony not credible, and in 2009 convicted him for rape for the acts caught on camera.312 As in the case 
above, this perpetrator regularly produced pornographic movies, and voluntarily invoked the other films 
he had made with the injured person, but in his case it was to support his claims that the films presented 
voluntary role-play and not to invoke any constitutionally protected freedom of expression.313 Moreover, 
the police had seized his computer that contained stored “images of sexual violence” for the purpose of 
substantiating the perpetrator’s “interest in such things.”314 As in the Malmö case, the perpetrator had 
obvious artistic ambitions in the sense of producing “presentations characterized as pure entertainment 
and without cultural value, even pornography” that have been considered to meet the criteria for protec-
tion under freedom of expression.315 In contrast to Anna Odell, however, he made no attempt to invoke 
freedom of expression as a mitigating circumstance, which yet again contradicts that the Sexual Crimes 
Committee’s reasoning has any support in case law in claiming that indirect restrictions are impermissible 
if they lead to that pornographers will have an “illusory” right to produce pornography when, at the same 
time, they can be charged under the procuring law or other provisions. 
 
In addition to the cases above there are several courts of appeal verdicts from Sweden in the years 
2008–2011 where perpetrators with cell phone cameras have filmed sexual acts that have later led to crimi-
nal prosecution. Just as in the cases from 2009 above, these defendants did not attempt to invoke freedom 
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of expression to gain acquittal or a reduced sentence; neither did they attempt to protest against the seizure 
of their cell phones by using the argument of freedom of expression, although they protested unsuccessful-
ly on other grounds (e.g., that they had not intended to use the films for criminal purposes, that they could 
be permanently deleted from the phone, or that the content was “of a noncriminal and private nature” 
when a prosecution for rape was dismissed).316 If any constitutional interest was invoked it was thus private 
integrity – not freedom of expression, which is not in fact mentioned anywhere in these judicial opinions.
    The court of appeals’ case law on filmed sexual offenses above shows that there is no conflict of laws 
in applying sanctions against criminal acts that are conducted as an integral means to produce what in 
other contexts might be constitutionally protected media. These courts have, just as in the case of Anna 
Odell’s artistic act, found no obstacle to applying general law to a criminal conduct that constitutes part 
of the production of expressions otherwise potentially protected by freedom of expression. The absence 
of an application of the legislation on procuring to pornography production thus has nothing to do with 
constitutional protection or rule of law. The almost summary dismissals by the Sexual Crimes Committee 
in 2001 appear, against the background of the established case law described above, to be an ideological 
standpoint rather than a legal assessment. The dismissal was thus not based on predictable rules that had 
been adopted democratically in the political system, but on the political idea that democratic institutions 
should not intervene in the production of pornography.  However, it is one thing to maintain that the state 
should not apply the laws on procuring to the activities of pornographers, and quite another to maintain 
that they can not apply the laws because of the constitution. There are quite clearly no constitutional obsta-
cles that prevent the judicial system from beginning to apply the laws on procuring to pornographers, or 
Parliament from clarifying the legislation in this area. The fact that it can be more difficult to find porno-
graphers in Sweden in the current situation than in the 1990s, now that internet has made the trade more 
or less borderless, is, with regard to the constitutional issue, of less significance. 

Consumption harms
 
A more comprehensive legal policy strategy against the harms caused by the dissemination of pornograp-
hy, which has been documented earlier in this report, presupposes new legislation, probably with a call 
for an amendment to the Freedom of the Press Act and the Freedom of Expression Act in Sweden.318 The 
regulation should be based on a legal definition of pornography that is adequate and sufficiently precise 
not to allow it to be used inappropriately to attack expressions containing sexual allusions that have not 
been shown to promote men’s violence against women, which the research in this report shows that com-
mercial pornography does. Such a definition would prevent the law from being perceived as overbroad or 
in some other way undue from a freedom of expression perspective. Since the late 1970s, the Freedom of 
the Press Act and the later Freedom of Expression Act have been increasingly viewed as being in need of 
explicit exemptions to further allow regulation of the dissemination even of media that has few implica-
tions for the freedom of expression’s objective of securing “a free exchange of opinion and availability of 
comprehensive information.”319 For example, tobacco, gambling, lotteries and other forms of advertising, 
according to the currently-held view, now require amendments to the constitution in cases of more com-
prehensive legal regulation, by contrast to older case law.320 The Act on Child Pornography and the laws 
on unlawful depiction of sexual violence have also been adopted via amendments to the constitution. The 
latter law always requires authorization by the Chancellor of Justice and frequently a freedom of the press 
jury, among other things, in order to be applied. The former law against child pornography has, however, 
been given a more comprehensive exemption from the constitution’s (i.e., the fundamental laws) area of 
application. The definitions of pornography in these two laws may, however, be considered to be more 
comprehensive and in need of exemptions than that proposed below, since they do not in fact focus on 
more specific factors in the materials that scientific methods above have shown cause harm. It is certainly 
more secure, however, to achieve an exemption in the constitution, which normally requires decisions by 
two Parliaments with an election in between. This process guarantees that new legislation against the dis-
semination of pornography will avoid any problem of application that depends on differing perceptions of 
the limits of freedom of expression. 



78

The civil rights model  
The civil rights model for legislation against pornography originates from Minneapolis, Minnesota. The 
year was 1983. Residents in the Central and Powderhorn Park neighborhoods in Minneapolis – an area 
largely inhabited by poor working class minorities – were disproportionately exposed to pornography 
theatres and stores, which in turn attracted customers from the neighboring greater city area who were 
sexually harassing local women and children daily.321 Politicians in Minneapolis held a meeting with the 
author Andrea Dworkin and law professor Catharine A. MacKinnon about the best way to address the 
problem. The latter two rejected the existing zoning laws with argument that such would simply move the 
problem somewhere else. Instead they suggested a “civil rights” legislation against pornography, which 
could be included in the existing ordinance against sex discrimination previously adopted by Minneapo-
lis.322 

The city then held public hearings, attended by local activists and organizations such as women’s shelters, 
rape crisis centers, neighborhood groups, social workers, and other authorities. In addition, survivors from 
pornography productions and persons who had noticeably suffered from the harmful effects of porno-
graphy consumption came to testify in support of a civil rights ordinance.323 Opposition to the proposal 
was also heard throughout the hearings.324 Politicians in Minneapolis then adopted civil rights ordinances 
on two occasions, but the mayor used his veto each time.325 A similar ordinance was, however, adopted 
soon afterwards in Indianapolis in 1984, although this ordinance too was immediately declared invalid in 
federal courts before it could be applied in practice (more on this below). 

In the preparatory legislative works for the Indianapolis civil rights ordinance, the conclusion was drawn 
that pornography was “central in creating and maintaining sex as a basis for discrimination,” “a systema-
tic practice of exploitation and subordination based on sex which differentially harms women,” and that 
pornography promotes, inter alia, “rape, battery, child abuse, kidnapping and prostitution and inhibit just 
enforcement of laws against such acts.”326 These conclusions are in line with the findings of today’s research 
and other knowledge (see above chapter 2 & 3). Indianapolis thus recognized the role played by porno-
graphy in the subordination of women, as well as how this is done through the promotion and trivializa-
tion of gender-based violence and prostitution. Indianapolis thereby observed that women’s equality was 
violated, hence also built directly on the perspective of those victimized. Many of those victimized had 
spoken directly with Dworkin about their experiences during her earlier years as an author, when she 
traveled around giving lectures and meeting people.327  The Ordinance’s legal definition of pornography 
reflected their perspective by focusing specifically on subordination, which research on consumption of, 
for example, nonviolent pornography has found particularly promotes sexual aggression and the trivializa-
tion of men’s violence against women (see above pp. 55–58). In the Ordinance, pornography is therefore 
defined as follows: 

The term subordination must be interpreted in its social context, which is to say the type of porno-
graphy defined in the section is expected to lead to gender discrimination and subordination in the social 
context in the way suggested by research and other documentation (see chapter 3 above). The various sub-
definitions in the sub-sections (1)–(6) can all be included among the categories of pornography that prior 
research has found give rise to negative consequences in terms of promoting men’s violence against women 
(and that became the guiding principles in Canadian case law during the 1980s): sexually objectifying 

Pornography shall mean the graphic sexually explicit subordination of women, whether in pictures or in words, 
that also includes one or more of the following: (1) Women are presented as sexual objects who enjoy pain or 
humiliation; or (2) women are presented as sexual objects who experience sexual pleasure in being raped; or 
(3) women are presented as sexual objects tied up or cut up or mutilated or bruised or physically hurt, or as 
dismembered or truncated or fragmented or severed into body parts; or (4) women are presented being pentra-
ted by objects or animals; or (5) women are presented in scenarios of degradation, injury, abasement, torture, 
shown as filthy or inferior, bleeding, bruised, or hurt in a context that makes these conditions sexual; [or] (6) 
women are presented as sexual objects for domination, conquest, violation, exploitation, possession, or use, or 
through postures or positions of servility or submission or display. The use of men, children, or transsexuals in 
the place of women in paragraphs (1) through (6) above shall also constitute pornography under this section.328
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presentations of women, either in violent pornography or in nonviolent but dehumanizing and degra-
ding presentations, or in presentations of women as insatiable nymphomaniacs (see above chapter 3, pp. 
55–58).329 Certainly, experiments with non-explicit sexually objectifying advertisements and Hollywood 
movies that do not contain violence have also been found to produce a statistically significant increase in 
attitudes supporting men’s violence against women.330 Such categories are, however, not included in the 
definition above, partly because they do not meet the criteria of being graphically sexually explicit. The 
Indianapolis definition was in this respect not overbroad, but well-defined and narrowly tailored to cover 
only such materials as support men’s violence against women (and to avoid borderline cases).
 
Parts of the Indianapolis definition describe the same acts that prostituted persons and performers 
in pornography are subjected to, such as sadomasochism, domination, rape, and gang rape (see above 
chapter 2). The definition in this respect reflects the demand from consumers as well as the harms inflic-
ted during production (chapter 2), as well as the harms that are a consequence of the consumption (see 
chapter 3, esp. pp. 63–67). The definition is thus based on the survivors’ perspective. At the same time, it is 
corroborated by the research and the empirical evidence. It is, then, no coincidence that this civil rights 
legislation has previously been cited by the U.N. Rapporteur on men’s violence against women (1994) as 
“a major breakthrough” compared to approaches that “fail to address the issue that most pornography 
represents a form of violence against women and that the evidence shows that it is directly causative of 
further violence against women.”331 In this, the Indianapolis definition is in contrast to American obscenity 
legislation, which is the only de facto law that exist to regulate pornography outside public environme-
nts or places of work in the United States. In defining pornography that shall not enjoy protection under 
freedom of expression, obscenity laws must follow a case from 1973 in which the Supreme Court defined 
pornography as “obscene” according to 

The problem here, however, is that pornography often influences “the contemporary community 
standards,” for example by desensitizing the consumers and so influencing them to seek out increasingly 
extreme material (see above chapter 2, pp. 8–10). If the “community standards” do not then find that 
sexual subordination of women appeals to “prurient interests,” or in some other way causes “offense,” then 
such obscenity legislation will not be applied. What is more, the concepts of offensiveness and prurience 
(indecency) in obscenity legislation focus mainly on the harm caused to observers, implying that this 
harm can be avoided by “averting their eyes or not listening.”335 This type of view makes invisible the 
harmful effects on those who are exploited in the production of pornography and those who are subjected 
to men’s violence against women. It is no coincidence that the focus was on the consumers in this manner 
when the Swedish lawyer Leif Silbersky in the 1960s defended pornography that was charged with the then 
crime of “offending discipline and decency” (which corresponds to today’s obscenity laws in the United 
States). 

 
The image in the pornographic magazine reaches a small number of readers. Moreover, the reader of this 
magazine is well-prepared for its content. He has actively bought the magazine. He has done so for a specific 
purpose. It is very difficult to believe that this purchaser/reader feels himself offended in his discipline and 
in his decency.334 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When legislation focuses on the experiences of the observer, which in the citation above is reinforced 
by Silbersky’s defense rhetoric, the perspective becomes highly inadequate if its purpose is to combat the 
gender discrimination and the violence against women that is patently needed to produce pornography, 
and is also supported by its wider consumption (see above chapter 2–3).

In line with a civil rights perspective it is also important that disadvantaged groups represent their own 

 
(a) whether “the average person, applying contemporary community standards” would find that the work taken 
as a whole appeals to the prurient interest, (b) . . . depicts or describes, in a patently offensive way, sexual con-
duct . . . and (c) . . . taken as a whole, lacks serious literary, artistic, political, or scientific value.332 
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interests, both in legislative processes and in the application of the law. Other groups, such as general 
players within the judicial system, frequently appear to have other priorities and to lack the necessary 
incentives to apply existing legislation against pornography more effectively.335 To support the interests 
of those victimized, the Indianapolis Ordinance was therefore constructed as an anti-discrimination law. 
The Ordinance gave those victimized the legal initiative to sue producers and other distributors of porno-
graphy for damages on the grounds of the injury they had caused, in contrast to allowing the state to take 
the initiative to proceed against violations by issuing fines or prison sentences.336  If there are no financial 
incentives for damages, those who are victimized have few reasons to testify in public about what they 
have been subjected to, since doing so exposes them to prejudices and potential harassment. 

The Indianapolis Ordinance contained four causes of action: (1) distribution/trafficking of pornography, 
(2) coercion in production, (3) forced exposure, and (4) specific abuse caused by specific pornography. These 
four are explained in more detail in the following four sections.

(1) “Trafficking in pornography: the production, sale, exhibition or distribution of pornography.”337 
(Libraries were exempt except for “special display presentations of pornography,” something that was also 
seen as sex discrimination.338) Under this subsection any woman could bring an action “as a woman acting 
against the subordination of women.”339 Men, children or transsexuals could also take action, given that 
they could prove similarly caused harm.340 Even where individual amounts of damages were small, the 
lawsuits against the trafficking in pornography could hypothetically lead to a steady stream of lawsuits that 
could lead to the defendant going bankrupt.

(2) “Coercion in pornographic performances: the coercion, intimidation or fraudulent induction of any 
person, including a man, child or transsexual, into performing for pornography.”341 This subsection made 
it possible to bring lawsuits against perpetrators, producers, sellers, distributors, and exhibitors.342 It add-
ressed intersectional discrimination by listing impermissible defenses that would otherwise mean that exis-
ting sexual crime legislation cannot be applied to pornography production because the persons exploited 
there seldom have any real alternative due to their difficult social circumstances (see above chapter 2). 
For example, the provisions stated that it was irrelevant whether “the person is . . . a prostitute [sic] . . . has 
attained the age of majority . . . [is] connected by blood or marriage to anyone involved . . . has previously 
posed . . . the person actually consented . . . demonstrated no resistance or appeared to cooperate actively 
. . . signed a contract . . . no physical force . . . the person was paid or otherwise compensated,” and other 
similar conditions.343

(3) “Forcing pornography on a person: The forcing of pornography on any woman, man, child or 
transsexual in any place of employment, in education, in a home, or in any public place.”344  The provi-
sion enabled lawsuits against “perpetrator(s) and/or institution.”345 Since 1991 federal laws in the United 
States have recognized a similar civil rights law against showing pornography at work places within the 
framework of case law against sexual harassment, which can include mandatory injunctions for measures 
against pornography in the workplace that “the First Amendment guarantee of freedom of speech does 
not impede.”346 The Indianapolis Ordinance’s provision had, however, enabled a considerably broader civil 
rights law that covered more locations than places of work. 

(4) “Assault or physical attack due to pornography: The assault, physical attack or injury of any woman, 
man, child, or transsexual in a way that is directly caused by specific pornography.”347  The provisions made 
it possible to bring lawsuits against perpetrators, producers, sellers, distributors, and exhibitors.348  Of all 
the provisions in the Indianapolis Ordinance, this carried the relatively highest burden of proof. Howe-
ver, a number of studies contain accounts from both purchasers and prostituted women showing how 
sex purchasers refer to specific pornography they have seen that has inspired them to commit abuse by 
forcing prostituted persons to engage in imitations (see above chapter 3, pp. 64–67). Similar testimonies 
and details have also been given by nonprostituted women in other surveys and public hearings (ibid., pp. 
63–64). If a perpetrator has consumed specific pornographic materials that present a pattern of behavior 
similar to his abuse, then a burden of proof based on civil law standards should be enough to entitle to 
damages under a law of this kind. 

Experiences of the Indianapolis Ordinance’s legal aftermath 
As soon as it had been adopted, the Indianapolis Ordinance was challenged in federal American courts 
in 1984 by a group of publishers, book distributors, trade associations, and non-profit organizations 
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who succeeded in making the courts issue an immediate injunction banning its use.349 The law was later 
declared invalid in its entirety in 1985 by the Seventh Federal Circuit Court of Appeals, who considered 
that the time was ripe for judicial review despite the fact that no one who had suffered the harmful effects 
of pornography had had the opportunity to try the law in a real case.350 This meant that it has never been 
possible to ascertain whether the theoretically presented conflict with freedom of expression was a reality 
or simply a liberal abstract idea that would have become irrelevant when obvious harms were documented, 
and a tangible balancing against the interests of freedom of expression would have been tried in its actual 
context. In a later summary judgment, which was pronounced by a divided Supreme Court (6-3) without 
either argument or opinion, Indianapolis was denied to have its case tried in a higher instance.351 Such 
summary legal proceedings have since been banned in the United States by the American Congress, and 
prior such judgments are now considered binding only for whichever of the thirteen federal circuits where 
the case was originally appealed from.352  
 
It is, however, worth scrutinizing the more detailed opinion of the court pronounced by the Seventh 
Circuit Court of Appeals, for the purpose of understanding to what extent it was based on a legal or 
ideological assessment in the way we have earlier scrutinized the 1998 Swedish Sexual Crimes Committee’s 
argument against the regulation of production conditions. As we know, a closer scrutiny of the arguments 
and counterfactual case law showed that the Swedish Committee’s opposition to applying procuring 
provisions to pornography production was based on ideology rather than law (see above, pp. 62–66). The 
question is then to what extent the same relationship between ideology and law applies to the American 
opposition to regulating pornography. 

 In United States federal case law, which regulates the extent to which legislators at local and regional 
levels have the right to restrict freedom of expression, there have long been three principle standards for 
judicial review. These place varyingly strict demands on how well-formulated the legislation must be, 
based on, among other things, an assessment of the competing government interest and the expression’s 
free expressive value to society. These three standards are (1) strict scrutiny, which is the most demanding; 
(2) intermediate scrutiny, which is in the middle; and (3) rational review, which is the most permissive. The 
extent to which the Indianapolis Ordinance can be considered to have met the criteria based on each of 
these standards is analyzed case by case below. 

Strict Scrutiny. Sustaining judicial review under this standard requires a compelling governmental interest. 
The U.S. Supreme Court permits restrictions of freedom of expression when it is balanced against, for 
example, the compelling interest to eliminate sex discrimination. This case law has, for example, been cited 
by a federal court that upheld a lawsuit on sexual harassment that involved pornography in a workplace, 
where it was noted with the specific support of the Supreme Court’s prior rulings that such a balance of 
interests applied not only to barriers to equality in the workplace, but also to other “barriers to economic 
advancement and political and social integration that have historically plagued women.”353 Based on the 
empirical evidence presented in this report, it is beyond all doubt that pornography constitutes a form 
of gender discrimination and such a barrier to gender equality. Certainly, American case law requires 
“narrowly tailored” laws to promote such compelling interests when it comes to restrictions in freedom 
of expression.354 However, this requirement can be seen to have been well-met by the Indianapolis Ordi-
nance, in part because its definition of pornography was constructed solely for application to presentations 
that, in accordance with social science studies and experiences of those victimized, provably cause harm.355 
Experiments conducted on law students in the United States found that it can be applied in line with its 
intentions without being perceived as particularly vague or overbroad.356 

There were several further exemptions in the provision on “trafficking in pornography,” which was the 
most far-reaching of the four causes of action (see above), and expressly noted by the Seventh Circuit’s 
Court of Appeals. For example, “isolated” passages/parts of a product could not be the subject of a lawsuit 
for “trafficking”; and the nonviolent pornographic subcategory no. 6 was also fully exempted from the 
provision (namely, “[w]omen are presented as sexual objects for domination, conquest, violation, exploita-
tion, possession, or use, or through postures or positions of servility or submission or display”).357 Under 
both the provisions of “trafficking” and “assault or physical attack due to pornography” there was the ad-
ditional requirement that the defendant “knew or had reason to know” that the material was pornographic 
as described in the Ordinance.358 By contrast to the Indianapolis Ordinance, existing obscenity laws in the 
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United States use much less narrowly tailored definitions and moreover do not focus on the harms porno-
graphy causes to equality between men and women (cf. above). Child pornography laws are also much less 
narrowly tailored in the United States, where regulation is permitted with such broad terms as “actual or 
simulated sexual intercourse” without further specification.359 

Intermediate Scrutiny. To sustain a judicial review under this standard it is enough that the legisla-
tion furthers a “substantial or important governmental interest,”360 as combatting sex discrimination and 
providing legal remedies for those harmed by pornography should be. Since legally protected interests 
under this standard carries less weight than under the first stricter standard – that is, we do not deal with 
a compelling interest – it is relevant to note that the Indianapolis Ordinance did not actually prevent any 
person from expressing views in speeches, daily newspapers, or on film that, for example, implied women 
enjoy being sexually degraded or tortured. The Ordinance focused only on the underlying conduct that 
subordinates people, which pornography provably does (see above chapter 3–4), and which in line with 
the standard’s demands “is unrelated to the suppression of free expression.”361 A law thus sustains judi-
cial review under this standard if “the incidental restriction on alleged First Amendment freedoms is no 
greater than is essential to the furtherance of that interest”362 (i.e., the interest of avoiding subordination of 
people). The Ordinance was narrowly tailored (see above) and there was no shortage of alternative media 
channels for anyone wishing to express any incidentally restricted views supporting sexual or other subor-
dination.363

Here the Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals proposed that in the case of the Indianapolis provision on 
“coercion” in production (i.e., “coercion in pornographic performance”), it should instead be possible to 
make “injury in the course of producing a film unlawful independent of the viewpoint expressed in the 
film.”364 However, ordinary laws against sexual abuse that do not take special account of pornography or 
prostitution cannot typically be applied in this way. Such laws ignore things like multiple disadvantageous 
circumstances that create the coercive social circumstances that lead to prostitution and to people being 
unable to refuse exploitation in pornographic productions. This was one reason Sweden introduced the 
Sex Purchase Act in 1999, since no other laws could be used against the sexual abuse that sex purchasers’ 
exploitation of prostituted persons was seen to be. Unless a comprehensive ban on all film production is 
introduced – which is, of course, an absurd idea – then such narrowly tailored laws that focus specifically 
on pornography (like the one Indianapolis wrote), or the Swedish legislation against sex purchase will be 
necessary in order to tackle more complex social situations that lead to these forms of sexual abuse. 

Even so, the Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals charged Indianapolis’ ordinance with the analogy that 
their legislation would amount to make it possible to take legal action against “Hitler’s orations” or against 
“a book about slavery.”365 Such arguments ignore the fact that the production of pornography, in cont-
rast to the former, presupposes exploitation and very often other forms of assault. Take, for example, the 
pornographers who exploited the 49% of the 854 prostituted persons with post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) whose symptoms were as high as the PTSD symptoms of Vietnam veterans seeking treatment, and 
of whom 89% wanted to exit prostitution.366 These pornographers bought people that under the Slavery 
Convention of 1926 appear to be in a “status or condition . . . over whom any or all of the powers attaching 
to the right of ownership are exercised” by others.367 Rather than being a book about slavery, pornography 
in such cases is slavery itself. 

Rational Review. Under this more permissive standard a “legitimate government interest” (e.g., to com-
bat gender discrimination) can resist a constitutional challenge.368 Pornography is analogous with other 
types of expression that are exempted from the protections of freedom of expression under this standard, 
such as group libel, obscenity, insults, or so-called fighting words.369 In answering this argument, the Se-
venth Circuit Court of Appeals admitted that the Supreme Court “sometimes balances the value of speech 
against the costs of its restriction, but it does so by category of speech and not by the content of particular 
works. Indianapolis has created an approved point of view and so loses the support of these cases.” 370 Yet 
the Seventh Circuit’s opinion contains two inaccuracies. 

Firstly, if we accept the Circuit’s reasoning, the Supreme Court certainly did create an “approved point of 
view” in 1952 when they upheld the law that had been passed by the state of Illinois against de facto racial 
discrimination that takes place via group libel, where the Supreme Court noted how the rights of certain 
citizens in society “may depend as much on the reputation of the racial and religious group” to which 
they “willy-nilly” belong, as on their “own merits.”371 This law, like the Indianapolis Ordinance, was thus 
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based on an “approved point of view,” which in the case of Illinois rejected racial discrimination via libel of 
population groups. Secondly, this new group libel category included expression that, inter alia, “portrays 
depravity, criminality, unchastity, or lack of virtue of a class of citizens.”372 The Supreme Court concluded 
that neither “history” nor “practice” had defined such content as unprotected by freedom of expression.373 
In other words, the Supreme Court had no choice but to base their balancing of the legally protected inte-
rests on (in the words of the Seventh Circuit) “the content of particular works.”374 

The Seventh Circuit’s misleading criticism of the group libel analogy further implies that only previously 
existing constitutional categories can be applied. Such a view implies in turn that, for example, it would 
have been necessary to accept racial segregation because it was consistent with the legal category separate 
but equal, which had been established earlier in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896.375 In other words, 
the Seventh Circuit would not have accepted the Supreme Court’s conclusion in the ground-breaking case 
of Brown v. Board of Education that was decided in 1954 – two years after the ruling that upheld Illinois’ 
legislation against group libel – where it was ruled that even if prior legal categories that emerge from dif-
ferent legal sources “cast some light, it is not enough to resolve the problem with which we are faced.”376 

In Brown it was also noted that lower instances had upheld Plessy despite the fact that they noted at the 
same time that racial segregation “’is usually interpreted as denoting the inferiority of the negro group. A 
sense of inferiority affects the motivation of a child to learn . . . . [and] deprive them of some of the benefits 
they would receive in a racial[ly] integrated school system.’”377 Like these courts, the Seventh Circuit noted 
that pornography causes “affront and lower pay at work, insult and injury at home, battery and rape on 
the streets,”378 yet chose nonetheless to invalidate Indianapolis’ civil rights Ordinance. In this respect, the 
Seventh Circuit’s ruling is reminiscent of the approach that American courts used to uphold Plessy before 
Brown, despite the fact that such courts were well aware that the empirical evidence showed that racially 
segregated schools led to serious discrimination that harmed Black groups. The Seventh Circuit thus al-
lowed an openly discriminatory practice to continue against their better judgment. 

There were, as has been shown above, a number of legal possibilities to uphold the Indianapolis Or-
dinance under all the standards for judicial review in the United States. In the light of this, the Seventh 
Federal Circuit’s decision to invalidate the civil rights Ordinance appears to have been based more on ideo-
logy than on law. The ruling therefore has similarities with the later Swedish Sexual Crimes Committee’s 
conclusion of 1998, which was also based less on democratic predictable rules adopted by the political sys-
tem, and more on the political idea that prostituted persons do not have the right to the same damages as 
they would receive under the procuring provisions when they have been exploited in prostitution outside 
pornography (see above pp. 73–76).379

Conclusions 
By studying the politics of legal challenges to pornography’s link to men’s violence against women in both 
the United States and Sweden, it is noted that efforts to stop the pornography have been rejected in viola-
tion of existing legal principles. The latter have been replaced by an ideological conviction that has been 
a guiding principle in courts and government inquiries where, with the exception of minors, it has been 
considered that those victimized, more or less regardless of the harmful effects of pornography, shall not 
be given the opportunity to hold anyone to account. This dogmatic approach to pornography thus lacked 
support not only in constitutions but also in legislation and case law. Freedom of expression places no 
such rigid obstacles in the way for legislators and organizations wishing to see stronger civil rights protec-
tion against the sexual exploitation and the violence against women cause by pornography. In the Swedish 
context it is therefore appropriate to draw attention to the fact that legislation on procuring and human 
trafficking as it is written today can be applied to pornography production (see above pp. 71–77). As with 
the proposal that was adopted in Indianapolis in 1984, but which appears to have been wrongfully dismis-
sed by federal courts in the United States, it should be possible for the Swedish Parliament to adopt similar 
legislation, if only by using the rules that apply for amendments to the constitution.380 
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Appendix 1. Member survey of 

Unizon’s shelters and centres

1. What type of shelter/centre are you? Choose one or more options. 

 Women’s shelter 
 Young women’s empowerment centre 
 Youth support centre  
 Centre for sexual assault 
 Other

2. Give an estimate of the number of people who contacted you for support in 2014.  Inclu-

de conversations via email, telephone, chatlines, at the shelter or centre, in your accommo-

dation, etc. Include accompanying children who were offered counselling conversations. 

3. How many of those with whom you had contact during 2014 had experience of prosti-

tution, i.e. had received payment* for sex or been sold for sex?  Include both those who 

received payment for physical sexual services and those who received payment for sexual 

services performed over the telephone or internet, e.g. via a webcam. Estimate the number 

of individuals. 

*Payment might be in the form of money, clothing, food, cosmetics, somewhere to live, 

goods, alcohol or drugs. 

4.As far as you know, how common were these different types of sex in return for payment 

among those you met in 2014 who had received payment for sex? 

No-one with 

this experi-

ence 

Not com-

mon

Not very com-

mon 

Quite common Com-

mon 

All had this 

experience 

Physical sexual 

services (e.g. sexual 

intercourse, blow job

      

Sexual services via 

internet (e.g. web-

cam) 

  
 

   

Sexual services over 

the telephone ("tel-

ephone sex") 

      

Participation in 

pornography (e.g. in 

porn films

      

Striptease (e.g. at a 

strip club or private 

event) 

      

Other (specify below, 

or leave this line 

blank) 

      

Annat:												          
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5. Which of the following people with experience of receiving payment for sex have you 

come into contact with during 2014? You can select more than one of the alternatives be-

low.   

 Women 
 Girls/young girls (up to 18) 
 Transgender individuals (women/girls, men/boys or individuals who identify themselves in other 

ways)  

 Men 
 Boys/young boys (up to 18) 
 No-one

IMPORTANT: Which of the above groups did you most often have contact with regarding sex in return for 
payment? 

6. If you have figures, state the number of people with experience of receiving payment for 

sex with whom you have had contact in 2014. If you do not have figures, either estimate 

the number or move on to the next question.  

 Women 
 Girls/young girls (up to 18) 
 Transgender individuals (women/girls, men/boys or individuals who identify themselves in other 

ways) 
 Men
 Boys/young boys (up to 18) 

7. Describe up to three of the most common questions/needs for support among people 

who have received payment for sex. 

8. How does your shelter/centre find out that the person seeking support has experience of 

receiving payment for sex? Select one or more of the alternatives below. If you never have 

come into contact with people who have experience of prostitution, move on to the next 

question. 

 Experience of prostitution/receiving payment for sex is the main reason the person contacts the shelter/
centre. 

 The person contacts the shelter/centre because of another form of violence/exploitation. . 

 We always ask if the person seeking support has experience of prostitution/receiving payment for sex. 
 Other, namely:  

9.Do you receive questions/have conversations about pornography? Give up to three of the 

most common questions/needs for support in relation to pornography. This might be that 

the person seeking support has participated in pornographic acts, watches pornography 

or that a partner uses some form of pornography in acts of violence. If you do not have 

conversations about pornography, state this under ‘Comments’.   

10. Does your shelter/centre need training or other support to be able to help people who 

have received payment for sex? If so, please specify!
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Unizon represents over 130 women’s shelters, young women’s empowerment  
centres and other forms of support which work for an equal society free from  

violence.
www.unizon.se

In this report we show how men’s violence against women  
expresses itself in the pornography and prostitution industry. Using  
research, quantitative data and interviews we present a picture of 
the relationship between these phenomena, on both a societal and 

an individual level.   

Part One of the report describes the work of the shelters and centres 
in their meetings with, primarily, women and girls who are victims 
of and in prostitution. The shelters and centres meet women who 
are forced to have sex with their husbands in order to clothe them-
selves and their children, girls in their last years of school who meet 
sex purchasers as a form of self-harming, women who sell sex in 
exchange for drugs or a roof over their heads and women who are 
victims of human trafficking. We want to present a picture of what 
prostitution is like in Sweden today, and we are sharing our know-
ledge and ideas with you who work with people in some way.  
 
In Part Two, Max Waltman, PhD and lecturer in political sciences at 
the University of Stockholm, shows how the pornography  
industry contributes to violence and attitudes which support  
violence against women and why the pornography  industry is an 
obstacle in the work for an equal society free from violence. He  
summarises the current knowledge and makes proposals for politi-
cal solutions. 

 


