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  ABSTRACT 

There has been an increase in research focused on the influence that pornography use has on an 

individual. Observations of dysfunction with pornography users, in both clinical and religious 

settings, have driven a large part of this increase in research. Current research findings on 

religiosity and incongruent sexual behaviors further support the need to examine the correlation 

between the individual and their pornography use, especially with religious users. To date, there 

has been no research in the literature addressing the connection between the individual’s beliefs 

towards their pornography use and the effect of these beliefs on their identity or other 

externalized interactions and experiences. Also, there has been no research in the literature that 

proposes a way to measure this interaction. To bridge this gap, this study modified the Centrality 

of Event Scale to focus specifically on the perception of how pornography use impacts their 

identity and externalized interactions and experiences. The findings from this study 

demonstrated, for religious pornography users, a relationship between their pornography use and 

both their internalization (i.e., identity) and externalization (the way they view their world).. 

These findings have begun to fill the gap in the literature and substantiate the need for additional 

research in this area. Also, the findings from this study have implications for counselors who 

work with individuals who experience dysfunction with their pornography use, supervisors who 

consult with clinical staff, and counselor educators who prepare future counselors to enter the 

field. 

 

 Keywords: pornography, pornography use, pornography abuse, pornography addiction, 

centrality of events scale, central component of identity, turning point in life stories, reference 

point for meaning, kairos moment, identity formulation. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Individuals’ identities are formed through their experiences, influences, and beliefs, 

which create their self-perception and internalization of who they are. These beliefs impact not 

only the way individuals see themselves but also the way they see and experience the world. This 

research is focused on how individuals’ pornography use can influence their identity and beliefs 

about themselves. The way in which individuals see the world, relationships and experiences are 

also influenced by their behavior. There is strong evidence that what pornography users believe 

about their use is an important factor in how they interpret its impact on their lives (Nelson, 

Padilla-Walker, & Carroll, 2010; Stewart & Szymanski, 2012). To date, no research has explored 

the degree to which pornography use may influence the users’ perception of self or self-concept.  

The Centrality of Event Scale (CES, Berntsen & Rubin, 2006) was developed to assess 

the degree to which a traumatic event, or sequence of traumatic events, inculcated itself in 

people’s psyches, influencing the way they view themselves and interpret their experiences. 

Given religious pornography users’ tendency to view pornography as addictive (Grubbs, Exline, 

Pargament, Hook, & Carlisle, 2015) and interpret their use as shame-inducing (Volk, Thomas, 

Sosin, Jacob, & Moen, 2016), it is not unreasonable to assume that pornography use may become 

a dimension of some users’ identities, at least in part. However, the CES in its current form is not 

designed to assess pornography use as a catalyst that impacts the individual’s beliefs and 

identity. Therefore the scale was modified to address the problem and include pornography using 

behaviors for this study. The modified Centrality of Event Scale is expected to measure how the 

individuals’ pornography using behaviors acts as the events, modifies their beliefs about 

themselves and impacts their identity. Testing the validity and reliability of the CES-P scale is 
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necessary to determine if it is a reliable instrument for future use. Since the CES measures the 

beliefs of the individual, further investigation into beliefs is also essential for the CES-P. It is 

hypothesized that the beliefs an individual has about their behaviors are directly impactful on 

identity formulation than other beliefs. This may be more specifically true with religiosity 

because shame and guilt are often seen with pornography use in religious populations (Chisholm 

& Gall, 2015; Gilliland, South, Carpenter & Hardy, 2011), and should be considered in 

investigations of that relationship. It is expected that individuals who self-identify as religious 

will see their behaviors as having a higher impact on their identity than non-religious individuals 

due to the shame and guilt relationship.   

 

Background of the Problem 

The relationship between the impact of life events and identity formation has been 

independently studied consistently in the last few decades (Short, Black, Smith, Wetterneck, & 

Wells, 2012). Pornography use has shared the same increase in research (Kuss et al., 2014). The 

problem is that the combination of the three has not been studied. The relationship among 

individuals’ pornography use and its impact their beliefs and identity needs to be further 

conceptualized. The lack of empirical support justifies further investigation. A significant 

amount of investigative research supports the relationship among various events within a 

person’s life and their impact on beliefs (Catlin & Epstein, 1992; Janoff-Bulman, 1990; 

Kaufman, Allbaugh, & Wright, 2018). A study conducted by Specht and colleagues (2011) 

found the impact that events and beliefs have on an individual varies depending on the person’s 

resiliency, the type of event, possible trauma, the person’s age, and other factors (Specht, Egloff, 

& Schmukle, 2011). These life events can also cause deviations in a person’s mental health, self-
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perception of identity, and personality traits (Kaufman et al., 2018; Kendler, Hettema, Butera, 

Gardner, & Prescott, 2003). Further, the frequency of a recurring event can increase the event’s 

influence on a person’s self-perception relative to his or her identity (Specht et al., 2011). 

Despite the research in these areas, there has been no focus on the relationships among 

pornography use, users’ beliefs about themselves, and identity formulation. It is these 

relationships that present the problem that this study is focused. 

There have been studies focused on how different events in peoples’ lives can influence 

their personality and identity after those events (Thoits, 2013). Most of the research focuses more 

on these events as some form of trauma (Kauffman et al., 2018). These traumas are associated 

with more violent acts such as tragic death, sexual assault, and motor vehicle accidents (Norris, 

1992; Pfefferbaum et al., 2003). The area where there is a gap in the literature is from the 

perspective of the pornography user. There has been some research regarding the beliefs of users 

toward their pornography use (Exline, Wilt, Stauner, Harriott, & Saritoprak, 2017; Kvalem, 

Træen, Lewin, & Štulhofer, 2014); however, the research does not address the impact of those 

beliefs about pornography on their identity. To formulate a better understanding of the impact of 

beliefs about their pornography use, it is necessary to examine the relationship between 

pornography, the perspective of the users regarding use and beliefs toward their use, and the 

impact of their perspective on their identity. 

The concept that viewing pornographic images can impact the beliefs, identity, and 

meaning-making of an individual is not well understood. Recognition of the triadic relationship 

yields the possibility that not only has the use of pornography been considered less of an 

influence on individuals, but the problem is larger than previously considered in the field and by 

researchers. Furthermore, the triadic conceptualization stands on the back of substantiated 
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research and is the next step up toward a more holistic understanding of the problem. The impact 

of people’s pornography use on their perception of self may be just as necessary to understand as 

what their use clinically looks like. Also, the clinical understanding would allow mental health 

professionals to identify that pornography using behaviors may be more symptomatic to the 

primary problem of self-identity.  However, due to the lack of research in the area of self-identity 

and its influence from the individuals’ pornography use, the profoundness and history of the 

problem may have gone overlooked. 

 Pornography use is a growing phenomenon that requires additional understanding. 

Despite the increase in the research focused on pornography use and its related issues, scholars 

have failed to conceptualize those negative outcomes as function of the that use’s impact on the 

core identity of the user. Pornography use appears to cause maladjustment in marriages 

(Manning, 2006), depression (Perry, 2017), sexual dysfunction (Park et al., 2016), and other 

mental health problems (Odlaug et al., 2013). While these examples have been observed as 

causing cognitive dissonance in peer-reviewed literature, previous research has focused on the 

symptomology and superficial problems within the individual and ignored other aspects of 

pornography use. There is no research on how the engagement in pornography use impacts the 

core of the person, specifically in his or her identity and how they make meaning of their world. 

In summary, the study will explore whether pornography use can influence individuals’ beliefs 

about themselves, which influences their identity and meaning-making. The study will also test 

the validity of the CES-P and its use to understand better how pornography use impacts the 

individual on a foundational level. 
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Purpose of the Study 

Studies that investigate pornography use have not included the perspectives of users 

regarding their beliefs about their use and the impact on their identity. The purpose of the study 

is threefold and is to investigate the relationship between beliefs, pornography use, and identity, 

and bridge the gap in the research. If pornography use becomes a central component of their 

identity, that may act as a reference point for meaning making with other events in their life. 

Testing the validity and reliability of the CES-P will provide data on the psychometric properties 

of the scale, which will then be used to further explore the relationship between identity and 

pornography use. It is important for mental health professionals to recognize these self-defining 

perceptions because they can impact case conceptualization, goal setting, and treatment 

outcomes. Understanding how these central events in an individual’s life have impacted the 

meaning of other events and self-identity requires the use of instruments that can assist with 

identification of how these events affect the individual. The CES has demonstrated the ability to 

assess these aspects, but it does not examine pornography use as the central life event 

specifically. Thus, the CES-P was developed. Further testing of its validity is required, which is 

another part of the study. Permission was obtained for the use of these scales, and they were 

modified, so the language in the scale reflects pornography use as the central life event. A final 

purpose of this study is to develop a measure that will accurately assess the degree to which 

pornography users’ thinking about their use impacts the way they interpret their past and future 

experiences. 

 

Research Questions 

The following research questions are explored in this study: 
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RQ1: Does the CES-P maintain the factor structure of the original CES? 

RQ2: Is there a correlation between higher pornography use frequencies and scores on 

the CES-P? 

RQ3: Do individuals who self-identify as religious score higher on the CES-P than 

nonreligious individuals? 

 

Assumptions and Limitations 

There are multiple assumptions in this study. The first assumption is that the original 

CES measures the three domains that it seeks to measure. Although the subscales have 

demonstrated that they measure these domains in the CES through the literature, it remains an 

assumption. The second assumption is that the CES-P subscales will measure what they propose 

they measure. The third assumption is that the participants who will complete the CES-P have 

the ability to self-reflect on their experiences. It is assumed that these participants have the 

cognitive ability to comprehend that habitual pornography use can cause a person to find 

meaning in future life events and influence the person’s self-identity. The fourth assumption is 

that the use of Mechanical Turk (MTurk) will provide a high-diversity sample of participants and 

will include individuals who are representative of pornography users. MTurk is an online labor 

market that was created by Amazon that pays workers for completing computerized tasks such as 

completing surveys (Paolacci & Chandler, 2014; Peer, Vosgerau & Acquisti, 2014). Although 

there is the support that MTurk can provide a diverse pool of individuals and data that can be 

easily disseminated at low cost (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Paolacci, Chandler, & 

Ipeirotis, 2010), it is unclear how diverse or representative of pornography users the collected 
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sample will be. The final assumption is that the CES-P will treat pornography use similar to how 

the CES addresses the centrality of a life event or events.  

There are several identified limitations in this study. The first is that through the use of 

MTurk the severity of the pornography users’ perception of use cannot be specifically identified 

because the data is self-reported by the participants and could be reported inaccurately. The data 

collected may not adequately identify individuals who would be more pathological in their use 

because the sample may not be truly representative of pathological pornography users. MTurk 

may not provide a sample of people who are distressed or have impairment in functioning due to 

their pornography use. The second limitation is that the definition of pornography varies 

considerably among users (e.g., from still pictures that are provocative to video footage of people 

engaging in intercourse) and should be derived from the perspective of the user. Due to 

pornography being a more subjective term, self-reports may not be accurate. Providing a uniform 

definition of pornography would move the individual’s beliefs about what pornography is to 

terms that are controlled by the researcher. Since pornography can be anything that the 

participant believes it to be, the definition is left to the individual. The final limitation is in 

testing the validity of the CES-P because the scale has not been used before. Having no history in 

the literature, the use of the CES-P should be considered as one of the limits to its own 

supporting study. The CES-P has not been tested before this study, so it requires further validity 

testing to determine its construct validity. 

 

Definition of the Terms 

Pornography: Pornography is challenging to define, as explained by Tarver (2010), who 

suggests that the idea of pornography is fluid and depends on the individual and culture. She 
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states that where one person may view something as pornographic, another may consider it 

erotica. She continues to say that the idea of what is unacceptable and what is acceptable changes 

and causes a cloudy perspective of current research. In addition, the perception of usage by the 

individual maintains the same cloudiness with defining pornography addiction. Hald and 

Malamuth (2008) explain that using pornography is different among users, which also changes 

what is viewed as an addiction and what is just use. Defining pornography should rely heavily on 

participants’ perspectives because pornography can be defined differently based on the user’s 

perspective. 

Pornography Use is defined in this study as the engagement of sexually stimulating 

materials (i.e.: pornographic video, photographs, movies). This study does not require that sexual 

satisfaction through masturbation is achieved. This study further considers that pornography use 

is defined as consistent interaction through the viewing of pornography and not just being in 

close proximity of pornography (i.e., television stays on with pornography playing in the 

background). 

 Kairos was originally coined by Aristotle and attempts to describe the combination of a 

chronological event that the individual experiences and an internal change for the individual that 

happens simultaneously. 

Identity in this study is defined as the perception of oneself through inner reflection. This 

is the combination of their beliefs about themselves, their opinions of themselves, and their self-

conceptualization.  

Religiosity is defined in this study as the individual’s position on their belief in a higher 

power. The term includes a way to qualitatively self-measure their opinions of how religious 

they are.  
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Significance of the Study 

This study focuses on the triadic relationship between pornography use, beliefs, and 

identity. Support for how individuals’ pornography use can impact their beliefs about 

themselves, and how those beliefs impact their identity, has been proposed for this study through 

bridging the concepts. There is hope that the CES-P can become the new method of measuring 

the impact that pornography use has on the user’s identity. The CES-P could also provide 

support in clinical settings in the treatment of pornography use by understanding the extent to 

which individuals identify themselves and their perceived level of addiction. It is further hoped 

that the data retrieved through the study could provide additional insight into the impact that 

individuals’ religiosity has on the relationship between their use, their beliefs, and their identity. 

 

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

 The relationship between life experiences, beliefs, and identity has been previously 

investigated in research (Berntsen & Rubin, 2006; Park, 2010) and has been found to be the 

result of cognitive restructuring within the individual (Yanos, Roe, & Lysaker, 2011). It has been 

further identified that the results of cognitive restructuring may have lifelong effects on the 

individual (Resick, Williams, Suvak, Monson, & Gradus, 2012). The majority of the research of 

how life events cause this restructuring has been focused on events such as trauma (Hovens et 

al., 2012), substance abuse (Fetzner, McMillan, Sareen, & Asmundson, 2011), divorce (Kendler 

et al., 2010), and sexual assaults (Ullman, Relyea, Peter-Hagene, & Vasquez, 2013). There have 

been research considerations toward how the repetitive behaviors of the individual can cause the 

same impact (Black, Kehrburg, Flumerfelt, & Schlosser (1997). The impact of repetitive 
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behaviors, the individuals’ beliefs about those behaviors, and the individuals’ cognitive 

restructuring process presents a gap in the literature that requires further understanding and 

investigation since there has been no attempt to bridge this gap.  

Understanding how pornography use affects the psychological health and functioning of 

individuals has also increased in the literature over the last two decades and includes effects like 

cognitive dissonance, depression, and anxiety (Kruisselbrink, 2013; Szymanski, Feltman, & 

Dunn, 2015; Xiuqin et al., 2010). This study focuses on the connection between how 

pornography use acts as a catalyst impacting individuals’ perspectives regarding how they view 

other events in their lives and beliefs about themselves. The relationship between pornography 

use and its impact on identity requires support to build the bridge between the two. Assessing the 

relationship further requires an instrument that can include both concepts through combining the 

theories and analyzing the outcome. To meet this need, the CES was modified to include 

pornography use as the reference point in the individuals’ life story and a central component of 

their identity. This study investigates the validity of the CES-P scale as a tenable assessment and 

its ability to measure the effect that pornography use has on the experiential meaning of life 

events and identity in individuals. In addition, the study investigates considerations to better 

conceptualize the relationship between pornography use and its impact on individuals’ 

psychopathology. 

The concept of pornography use and its relationship with addiction can be seen from a 

physiological perspective and addiction literature. The strongest support is driven by 

neurological research (Love et al., 2015). An article by Hilton and Watts (2011) explains that 

addiction and its effect on the brain were understood as early as the 1660s. They found that while 

drug addiction is most commonly understood, natural addiction is most prevalent. They explain 
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that natural addiction involves behaviors like overeating, gambling, and sex. The authors 

continue to explain that biological research on natural and chemical addiction is the same when 

observed through the neurological understanding of addiction. Leeman and Potenza (2013) 

explain the same observations associated with substance use are also observed during 

pornography use. The relationship between substance use and pornography use supports that 

pornography addiction can provide similar neurological responses seen with chemical addiction 

and other natural addictions. Hilton (2013) suggests that pornography addiction should be 

viewed under the same criteria as other impulsive, obsessive, or compulsive diagnoses. These 

compulsive behaviors can be encouraged by the increase in accessibility through the Internet 

(Mendez & Shapira, 2011). In addition, these neurological influences can contribute to other 

mental health disorders such as depression, low self-esteem, and sexual dissatisfaction (Stewart 

& Szymanski, 2012). Pornography addiction behaves the same way other addictions behave, 

suggesting that consideration of its acceptance as an addiction should be further investigated. 

Mental health clinicians and researchers have increased their attention to the dysfunction 

that pornography use has caused over the last decade in users (Briken, Habermann, Berner, & 

Hill, 2007; Kuss, Griffiths, Karila, & Billieux, 2014) seen throughout clinical settings. These 

professionals are reporting an association between pornography use and cognitive dissonance 

with clients (Nelson et al., 2010; Poulsen, Busby, & Galovan, 2013), as well as dysfunction in 

other areas of their lives. These reports suggest that additional investigation into the relationship 

between dysfunction and pornography use should be engaged (Philaretou, Mahfouz, & Allen, 

2005). Increasing the conceptualization and understanding of the influence pornography use has 

on an individual’s life and daily functioning is essential to understanding how to treat it.  
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Despite the increase in research in the area of pornography use, the collection of research 

is in sporadic directions (Attwood, 2011). It is necessary to continually investigate how to 

comprehend and apply possible ways of addressing the pathological problems associated with 

pornography use. There is also a need to address the various theories found in the literature and 

include multiple concepts and directions that contribute to the field of study and primarily focus 

on substantiating pornography use under three areas: use, abuse, and addiction (Griffiths, 2000; 

Young, 2007). While these considerations are vast, it is necessary for researchers to both 

acknowledge and further investigate the growing impact that pornography use has on society, on 

individuals, and in clinical practice. Areas that have not been studied include how pornography 

use manipulates individuals’ perspectives from which they see the world and how it changes 

pornography users’ identities. The purpose of this study is to explore these areas further. 

We considered that individuals who use pornography would be prone to experience 

dissonance in several areas of their lives because pornography use serves as a significant life 

event that impacts the way individuals view the world and their experiences in it. As a significant 

life event, pornography use is also theorized to become a turning point in their life stories, as 

well as a central part of their identity. This study holds that individuals derive their identity from 

their beliefs and experiences. The following section will further explore the justification for these 

theories, as well as support for these assumptions. The overarching theory for the study is that 

individuals who identify that their use is observably influential on their beliefs about themselves 

will have higher scores on the CES-P subscale that has their pornography use as perceived as a 

reference point for skewness in their meaning-making, thus, influencing their identity. 

Pornography use, for some people, can be representative of the same problems that are 

found in other substance and process addictions. These addictions, both substance and process, 
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have similar proposed patterns of psychological influence on users’ identities (Koski-Jannes, 

2002). In the area of mental health, clinicians should help pornography users explore how their 

pornography viewing has impacted their lives and how that impact has become both an internal 

cognitive representation of self and an outward projection of identification (Myers et al., 1991). 

Understanding the strength of the connection between use and identity will enable clinicians to 

assess, to some degree, how intractable the use is. That is, those users who more closely 

associate their use with their identity are more likely to have adopted a belief system that is more 

resistant to change (O’Rourke, Haimovitz, Ballweber, Dweck, & Popović, 2014; Ryan & 

Mercer, 2012). 

For example, individuals who frequently engage in theft may identify themselves as 

thieves. Clinically, they may be diagnosable as kleptomaniacs based on the criteria found in the 

fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5). The first 

time they remember stealing may not cause them to view themselves as thieves. The repetitive 

behavior of stealing would encourage internalization and cause them to believe that their 

continuation of behaviors now defines them as thieves. During the transformation, the individual 

would have internalized their perspective and beliefs of themselves and would create a series of 

events known as the kairos moment. Gaining insight into how their beliefs and perceptions of 

themselves can influence their identity, as well as their future experiences, suggest that people’s 

behaviors with pornography use should also be considered a significant impact on the individual. 

Through individuals’ beliefs about their behaviors with their pornography use, their self-

reflection manipulates their identity. 

Conceptualizing the perceptions each individual has toward the practice and use of 

pornography warrants further study. Understanding the self-perceived level of the severity of 
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individuals’ pornography use makes it plausible to place their use in domains based on severity 

(Hilton et al., 2011). The three domains that define severity are use, abuse, and addiction 

(Griffiths, 2001; Ley, Prause, & Finn, 2014). Recognizing the categorization is important 

because it shows that use is not a black-and-white issue. The problem with classifying 

individuals’ severity of use through measuring use is that the classification does not provide a 

measure from the perspective of the user; instead, it provides a generalizable measure. 

Recognizing that individuals’ self-perception of their use, abuse, and addiction is measured 

through their perspective is necessary because each individual’s severity of use should be 

determined by his or her perceived addiction (Grubbs et al., 2010; McIntosh & McKeganey, 

2000). A scale that can assist in measuring the perceived addiction that is related to pornography 

is the Cyber Pornography Use Inventory (CPUI). The CPUI demonstrates promise in measuring 

the Internet pornography addiction (Grubbs, Wilt, Exline, Pargament, & Kraus, 2017; Grubbs et 

al. 2010) despite there being no diagnosis for pornography addiction in DSM-5. While there is 

not any diagnostic procedure for pornography addiction, the manual includes other diagnosable 

behaviors with other addictions that are representative of each other. Measuring perceived 

addiction through the CPUI will provide insight into individuals’ perceived use, but further 

assessment is needed to gain insight into the impact of use on identity. 

In order to measure the relationship between pornography use and identity, it is necessary 

to use an instrument that can measure how these repetitive use behaviors can impact individuals’ 

way in which they view the world, their beliefs, and their perceptions of self. The CES provides 

the necessary elements to measure these three domains: impact of events on identity, the impact 

of the events becoming a reference point for meaning in their lives, and the event becoming a 

turning point in their life stories. While the scale includes these domains, it does not consider 
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pornography as the specific event. The Centrality of Event Scale for Pornography (CES-P) was 

developed by modifying the CES to assess an individual with pornography use; it may further 

allow mental health professionals to assess how pornography users’ viewing of explicit material 

has impacted their functioning in these domains, including their beliefs about themselves. The 

CES has been used and validated multiple times in various studies and settings (Berntsen & 

Rubin, 2007; Berntsen & Rubin, 2006; Boals, 2010; Robinaugh & McNally, 2011). The CES-P 

requires testing for its validity. This study will examine the validity of the CES-P and 

considerations for continued use in clinical settings as well as identifying if there is a relation 

between pornography use and its significance to the individual. 

 

Organization of Remaining Chapters 

The second chapter of the study includes a review of the literature surrounding the 

various aspects of this study. It begins with empirical support for understanding the history of 

pornography, its societal impact, and its influence on the individual. The chapter reviews the 

change from pornography use to problematic pornography use, as well as the trends seen in the 

literature with use. Past research in pornography is discussed, followed by a comprehensive 

understanding of the concept of kairos moments and how these moments impact identities. The 

association of kairos moments and pornography is then discussed, followed by a discussion of 

how spiritual and religious beliefs can impact the previously reviewed aspects of the individual. 

The chapter then includes a review of several scales that were considered for this study. The 

chapter concludes with a discussion of the past use of the CES and the testing of its validity. It 

then supports the rationale for the modification of the CES to the CES-P. Next is a review of the 

literature regarding the three subscales of the CES-P and why each aspect is important not only 



16 
 

for validating the scale but in the rationalization of their use in further understanding 

participants’ use. The literature review further explores the connections between pornography 

use, its impact on functioning, and how the varying definitions and views affect identity 

formulation and manipulation. 

Chapter 3 describes the methods used in the study. It provides support for the proposed 

method for data collection, how the measures will be used, and how data will be collected and 

disseminated. Chapter 4 will describe the statistical analysis. Chapter 5 will include an 

exploration of the study’s findings. Further discussion of the results will be compared and 

contrasted with previous research, the validity of the CES-P in comparison to the CES will be 

additionally discussed, and an interpretation of the results of the study will be reviewed. 

Implications of the study’s findings will be elaborated with a discussion of direction in which 

future studies should be conducted. 

 

Summary of the Chapter 

Chapter one provided a brief overview of the theoretical and conceptual constructs that 

form the framework of the study. The triadic relationship between pornography use, identity, and 

beliefs requires further exploration. To measure the aspects of the relationship between use, 

identity, and beliefs, the CES was modified for pornography use. Investigating the validity and 

reliability of the CES-P is essential to the future of research on the influences of pornography on 

identity. Having the data to support the research questions in the study may also provide support 

for assisting individuals who struggle with pornography. The data will, in turn, help mental 

health providers further assist those who have excessive pornography use while opening the door 

to understanding other behaviors and identity formulation based on beliefs and behaviors. 
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Additionally, clinicians may better understand how problematic pornography use impacts 

individuals, their families, their loved ones, and society and, therefore, encourage further 

research. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This study will explore the impact of pornography use on user’s understanding of 

themselves. To understand this relationship, assessing the validity and reliability of the CES-P 

measure is necessary. The first question is whether individuals recognize their problematic 

behaviors with pornography use as a turning point in their life stories. The second question is if 

their problematic behaviors with pornography use became a reference point for meaning-making 

of other events in their life. The third question is if their pornography use acts as a central 

component in their identity. 

This chapter provides an investigation into the literature regarding pornography, its 

history, and its impact. This chapter provides empirical support for the impact pornography has 

on individuals concerning identity delineation and the clinical distress that is often associated 

with those seeking assistance for their use. The chapter also includes a discussion of reasons 

individuals use pornography, the current research about pornography use, and considerations of 

how its use can become problematic. The chapter includes how individuals' use of pornography 

can impact their identity and how religious users have additional distress with their use. Finally, 

instruments and assessments that were considered for testing the hypotheses are discussed and 

rationalized. 

Pornography Use 

Pornography use is not a new phenomenon in society. Its roots can be traced as far back 

as 79 A.D. with frescos found in Pompeii during the excavation of the site in the 18th century 

(Robinson, 2010). The term pornography is rooted in Greek from two words: porni, meaning 

prostitute, and graphien, which means to write (Sunstein, 1986). Throughout history, the method 

in which pornography is delivered has changed, but the purpose has remained the same: images 
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that induce sexual arousal (Wilson, 2016). Irrespective of the production intent, it is the viewers’ 

attitudes and beliefs that define what the images mean. Consumption is the foundation for 

defining pornography: individualistic rather than collective interpretation and use. An individual 

who views The Nude Maja by Francisco Goya, which depicts a young woman, completely nude 

and lounging on furniture, could perceive this as simply art. It may not elicit any form of sexual 

arousal or interest. Another individual may perceive the art as provocative and consider it 

pornography. A third individual could view it as sexually arousing and initiate sexual stimulation 

both mentally and physically. 

In the early 1980s, the Canadian government began attempting to define pornography 

through creating Bill C-54 and identifying the way pornography should be perceived (Mahoney, 

1987). In 1985 the United States created the Meese Commission on Pornography to define what 

is and is not pornography (Nobile & Nadler, 1986). These efforts from the 1980s have not had a 

discernible impact on current distribution and use of pornography. In academic literature on 

psychology and sexuality, the adopted definition is images that create or elicit sexual thoughts, 

feelings, or behaviors; and explicit images or descriptions of sexual acts involving the genitals 

(Hald & Malamuth, 2008; Kor et al., 2014; Reid, Li, Gilliland, Stein, & Fong, 2011). While 

focusing on specific sexual acts and genitalia as foundational to the operational definition of 

pornography is good for researchers, it is the users’ use and interpretation of that use that have 

become much more important in understanding the potential impact of use. Observing the trends 

of pornography use through society creates a picture of how it has had a progressive impact on 

the individual. 
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Trends in Pornography Use 

Pornography use has existed for centuries and continues to evolve. Reviewing the 

timeline of pornography requires an analysis multiple artifacts throughout the literature and has 

been sporadic. Hijar (2011) has provided a substantial portion of this literature, through the 

collection of pornography’s history, and provides an in-depth description of its history. Early 

pornography consisted of drawings, sculptures, and paintings, which were the only media 

available during that period. Later, printed materials could be copied, and in 1880, Halftone 

Printing began producing pornographic pictures (Chambers & Leslie, 2005). In the early 1900s, 

publishers in France began producing magazines in the name of art with nudity. Between the 

1920s and 1950s, mass-produced magazines began including images with more emphasis on 

various women's body parts and moved from provocatively dressed women to completely nude 

and seducing poses. Films depicting risqué content also began about the same time as magazines 

in the 1880s. Starting out as underground films, pornography popularity grew with the 

movement of published materials in print. During the 1970s, the development of consumer video 

technologies (i.e., VHS and Beta) enabled the easy distribution of videos across the movie-

making industry, of which producers of pornographic material were a part. By the 1980s, the 

onset of cable enabled the delivery of movies with some sexual content (i.e., rated R) direct to 

the consumer without the editing required for general broadcast. The emergence of the DVD in 

the 1990s made it even more affordable and accessible for individuals to gain access to materials 

with strong sexual content. Finally, the onset of the broad-based adoption of the Internet made 

pornographic movies and pictures accessible without constraint. Pornography that is viewed 

through web pages and the internet is commonly referred to as Internet pornography (Cooper, 

McLoughlin, & Campbell, 2000; Short et al., 2012; Wetterneck et al, 2012). 
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The shift of pornography from accessibility for a few to availability for nearly everyone 

has spurred an interest in understanding the impact that exposure to pornography has on those 

using it (Cooper & Mcloughlin, 2001; Buzzell, 2005; Daneback, Træen, & Månsson, 2009). 

Early research on pornography was concentrated on the impact the pornography had on men’s 

perception of women and the theory that men who viewed pornography were more likely to 

commit sexual assault and rape than men who did not (Allen, Emmers, Gebhardt, & Giery, 1995; 

Boeringer, 1994; Mikorski & Szymanski, 2017 ). Early research was skewed more toward 

demonstrating that pornography was detrimental to the view of women, nurturing men to be 

sexually aggressive, objectifying women, and damaging sexual and nonsexual relationships at a 

societal level (Gebhardt et al., 1995). Later researchers examined the impact that pornography 

has on individuals, relationships, and families (Campbell & Kohut, 2017; Manning, 2006; Paul, 

2005). The research over the last ten years has focused on the relationship between pornography 

use and outcomes, and under what conditions those outcomes are either attenuated or 

exacerbated (Poulsen, Busby, & Galovan, 2013). These conditions include differences in gender 

(Baltieri, de Souza Gatti, de Oliveira, & Aguiar, 2016; Laier, Pekal, & Brand, 2014), religiosity 

(Baltazar, Helm, McBride, Hopkins, & Stevens, 2010; Perry, 2017), pathology (Hilton & Watts, 

2011; Voros, 2009), and forms of hypersexual behavior (Reid, Garos, & Carpenter, 2011; Stein, 

Black, Shapira, & Spitzer, 2001). 

The increase of pornography use is no longer limited to male users, as it was in its earlier 

development. Female use has seen a steady rise in the last decade (Baltieri et al., 2016; Laier et 

al., 2014). Reasons for the steady rise in use among women could be a combination of factors, 

including broader acceptance of use among both young people and adults more generally 

(Buzzell, 2005; Owens, Behun, Manning, & Reid, 2012; Price, Patterson, Regnerus, & Walley, 
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2016); the aforementioned ease of access through technology that enables individual privacy 

(Kingston, Malamuth, Fedoroff, & Marshall, 2009), which reduces externally driven shame 

because access is hidden from external view; and the possibility that women are simply 

increasing use because the disparity of use between men and women was so pronounced 

historically. While it is not believed that the recent increase in use with women is deliberate, 

there is an observable trend of use.  

The research on women who use pornography remains limited despite the increase in 

research on pornography in general in recent years (Brosi, Foubert, Bannon, & Yandell, 2011; 

Rogala & Tydén, 2003).  It has been focused primarily on the effects of men’s use on women 

(Shaw, 1999), the perception of women by men through pornography use (Hald, Malamuth, & 

Yuen, 2010), and correlations between pornography use and violence toward women by men 

(Foubert & Bridges, 2017; Kingston et al., 2009). In their study focused on women who were 

seeking treatment for self-perceived problematic pornography use, Lewczuk, Szmyd, Skorko, 

and Gola (2017) found that women’s motivations for seeking treatment differed from men’s. 

While both men and women were suffering from similar rates of depression and issues with self-

esteem (Stewart & Szymanski, 2012), women who were seeking treatment were using 

pornography at much higher rates than women who were non-treatment seekers (Lewczuk et al., 

2017). Differences in rates of use between male pornography users who are seeking treatment for 

pornography use compared to men who are not seeking treatment for use are much less stark 

than those found for women (Lewczuk et al., 2017; Gola et al., 2016; Kraus et al., 2016). 

An estimated 18 million individuals' use pornography (Baltazar, Helm Jr., McBride, 

Hopkins, & Stevens Jr, 2010). It is also estimated that over 2 million of those users believe they 

are addicted and have some form of dissonance (Baltazar et al., 2010; Cooper, 2002). The 
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increase in its influence, on both society and the individual, is supported through this section's 

review of the literature. The increase in availability and accessibility of pornography has 

experienced a similar increase as the dysfunction seen in clinical settings, with both males and 

females, and includes mental health issues, sexual dysfunction, and marital discord (Canfield, 

O'Donnell & Roid, 2008; Landripet & Štulhofer, 2015; Hosley, Xiuqin et al, 2010). When the 

dysfunction in life domains has reached a level that individuals perceive as problematic, their use 

becomes known in the research as problematic pornography use. Through problematic 

pornography use, individuals experience increased shame, guilt, and challenging of beliefs about 

themselves, and their identities can be altered. 

 

Problematic Pornography Use 

Pornography use can have different implications for different individuals; their 

perspective can determine whether they view their use as problematic. Increasing the potential 

for problematic pornography use is the affordability and accessibility of Internet pornography, 

which allows for excessive and unrestricted use (Cooper, 1998; D’Orlando, 2011: Ross, 

Mansson, & Daneback, 2012; Wood, 2011). This allows for both casual and pathological use to 

occur. Research on pornography use often focuses on negative impacts, but casual use can be 

positive, with users having more openness to experience and less sexual guilt (Hald & 

Malamuth, 2008; Paul & Jae, 2008; Weinberg, Williams, Kleiner, & Irizarry, 2010; Young, 

2008). However, pornography use can become problematic in different areas of functioning, 

causing problems for the individual and long-term effects (Linz, Donnerstein, & Penrod, 1988; 

Seto, Maric, & Barbaree, 2001). Attempts to provide a clear measure of problematic 

pornography use have been conceptualized by researchers through several different means. 
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Cooper and colleagues (1999) believed use that exceeds 11 hours a week should be considered 

problematic; other researchers have attempted to use similar quantitative measures (Ley, Prause, 

& Finn, 2014; Short et al., 2012). Using this type of measure creates an issue because this 

method does not allow for the perspective of users and their perception of whether their use is 

problematic or not. 

There have also been several definitions of what problematic pornography use is based 

on the discretion of researchers (Allen, Kannis-Dymand, & Katsikitis, 2017; Short et al., 2012). 

Researchers have attempted to define problematic pornography using two predominant methods 

outside of quantitative measures. The first is by following addiction models found in the current 

version of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) (APA, 2013). 

Several scales have been developed that combine both addiction and behavioral diagnostic 

criteria related to pornography use (Garcia & Thibaut, 2010). It was observed that the behaviors 

found in other addictions, such as gambling and substance abuse, mirrored the behaviors found 

with pornography use (Brand et al., 2011; Carnes & Wilson, 2002; Goodman, 1993; McBride, 

Reece, & Sanders, 2007; Schneider, 2000). Researchers have also attempted to define 

problematic pornography through the clinical behaviors presented by the user. Researchers 

recognized that individuals seeking treatment in clinical settings sought assistance with 

compulsive and impulsive type behaviors in relation to their pornography use (Kor et al., 2013). 

While these presented a clinical component, there still remains no diagnostic criteria associated 

with pornography in the current version of the DSM-5  

The second method was observing not just the act of using, but the reasons for use. There 

are several reasons researchers have found for individuals’ use, which include escaping or 

avoiding negative emotions, having distress, or having impairments in functioning (Kor et al., 
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2013; Shreiber, Odlaug, & Grant, 2012; Winters, Chirstoff, & Gorzalka, 2010). Additional 

considerations for use have been found to include early exposure to pornography at a young age 

(Owens et al., 2012). Research has also found that early exposure during childhood to 

pornography has been linked to rape fantasies (Corne, Briere, & Esses, 1992) and fantasies of 

being dominated, spanked, and tied up (Joyal, Cossette & Lapierre, 2015) in girls, while boys 

were more likely to engage in juvenile delinquent behaviors and sexual abuse toward others 

(Burton, Leibowitz & Howard, 2010; Ford & Linney, 1995). Poor coping skills, a lack of 

emotional regulation skills, and stress reduction have also been considered reasons for use 

(Wetterneck et al., 2012) and pornography users should rely on these characteristics to assist 

with identifying if they believe that their use is problematic. 

Further studies have demonstrated that problematic pornography use can foreshadow 

perceived pornography addiction and perceived addiction correlates with various levels of 

distress (Grubbs, Stauner, Exline, Pargament, & Lindberg, 2015; Grubbs, Volk, Exline, & 

Pargament, 2015). Furthermore, the decline in functioning that appears with problematic 

pornography use is similarly representative of other disorders such as substance addiction, 

impulse control disorders, and compulsive disorders (Twohig, Crosby, & Cox, 2009). 

In clinical settings, the pathology associated with pornography use is on the rise (Kwee, 

Dominguez, & Ferrell, 2007) with a particular increase in women reporting issues with 

pornography and problematic use (Laier et al., 2014). Problematic pornography use and 

pornography addiction are also considered triggered responses to negative emotions, in much the 

same way that substance use is perceived in the field of mental health (Twohig et al., 2009). 

There has been considerable research on the clinical impact of pornography on the individual. 

Correlational studies have linked problematic pornography use with anxiety, depression (Raviv, 
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1993; Raymond, Coleman, & Miner, 2003), social phobias, and substance use (Kafka & Hennen, 

2002; Reid, Carpenter, & Lloyd, 2009). The correlation between problematic pornography use, 

hypersexual behaviors, and diagnostic disorders suggests that individuals could perceive a 

differentiation in their identity and how they view relationships (Reid, 2010). The pathology of 

pornography use and addiction is still being explored and researched, building a larger 

conceptualization and understanding of the extent of the problem from a clinical perspective. 

This study considers a different approach to defining problematic pornography use. The 

definition remains with the users and whether they view their use as problematic or not. This is 

important to consider because there are multiple factors that can influence the perspective of the 

user. In a review of the research around perceived addiction and problematic pornography use, 

the perspective of the user has provided several different rationales for why users view their use 

as problematic. Some have reported they believe their use has reached an addictive level of 

severity (Philaretou, Mahfouz, & Allen, 2005), and that their use has caused difficulties in their 

jobs and careers (Levin, Lillis, & Hayes, 2012; Stewart & Szymanski, 2012; Twohig et al., 

2009). Others users have disclosed that they perceive their use as problematic due to religious or 

moral reasons (Grubbs, Volk et al., 2015; Grubbs et al., 2010), while other users find that their 

problems have been in relationships (Stewart, 2012). Despite the individuals’ rationales for their 

use, their perception should define whether it is problematic or not. 

 

Religiosity and Problematic Pornography Use 

The influence of spirituality and religiosity plays an interesting role in pornography use. 

Typically, evangelical Christians condemn the use of pornography and view its use as sinful 

despite research that supports no impact on the individual's commitment to religiosity (Short, 
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Kasper, & Wetterneck, 2015). Multiple studies have investigated the relationships between belief 

systems and pornography use due to the internal conflict that precedes it. Conservative 

Evangelicals, specifically, have demonstrated opposition to pornography use. However, during 

this same time, Evangelicals' anti-pornography narratives have become increasingly secular 

(Thomas, 2013). An investigation into this shift is warranted due to the appearance that beliefs 

toward pornography use among Evangelicals are changing. The correlation between individuals' 

religious beliefs and their pornography use also requires additional investigation and attention. 

Lewczuk et al. (2017) found a direct and significant correlation between religiosity and 

seeking treatment for problematic pornography use in women, which suggests that the problem is 

not specifically in males. Research indicates that people with high levels of religiosity, or with 

conservative religious values, are more likely than others to perceive themselves as being 

addicted to pornography than nonreligious individuals (Abell et al., 2006; Grubbs et al., 2010; 

Kwee et al., 2007; Thomas, 2016). Research has also found that individuals who identify 

themselves as religious have a lower rate of pornography use than those who don't (Short et al., 

2015). The religiosity/pornography use incongruence supports the hypothesis that religious 

individuals are more likely to perceive a change in their beliefs about themselves based on their 

pornography use than less religious people.  

The present study hypothesizes that religious individuals will score higher on the impact 

of pornography on their identities, the impact of pornography on their relationships, and the 

sense that pornography served as a kairos moment in their lives than individuals who do not 

consider themselves religious. The rationale for these hypotheses is that the impact of shame and 

spiritual influence can cause additional dysregulation (Reid, Bramen, Anderson, & Cohen, 2014) 

and sexual shame for the religious individual (Volk, Thomas, Sosin, Jacob, & Moen, 2016). For 
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example, the influence that shame has on religious individuals who use pornography has been 

shown to be the defining factor in the way those individuals navigate life and how they engage in 

social relationships (Arel, 2015; Kaufman, 1989). This influence suggests that pornography use 

can be a kairos moment. Volk et al. (2016) found that there is a cyclical relationship between 

religious individuals and shame because of two reasons. First, individuals perceive pornography 

use as sin and therefore feel shame; second, this feeling of shame leads to a feeling of 

powerlessness over their use and ultimately leads to their riskier sexual behaviors and deeper 

negative emotions (Volk et al., 2016). 

The role that religiosity plays in this study is important to consider for several reasons. 

Those who perceive themselves as religious, specifically individuals who have more 

conservative religious affiliations (e.g., Evangelical Christians), can most often distinguish a 

difference in their lives before and after their spiritual commitment (Gordon, 1974; MGrath, 

2016). Evangelicals often can share a description of their time before their commitment to Jesus 

Christ and their individual salvation experience. They can explain how their life was before and 

after their commitment to following Christ. Their salvation experience serves as their kairos 

event that influenced their life from then on. In religious populations, this same effect has been 

described as giving their life meaning and changing their fundamental belief systems (Park, 

2005). Also, the religious views of a person can provide a new identity. This same change 

impacts the way they see relationships and their meaning-making because their religious beliefs 

become a lens through which they view their world (Entwistle, 2016; Mealy, 2016; Park, 2005). 

This comparison aligns with hypotheses outlined in this study and the concept that individuals' 

pornography use can cause the same effect on their beliefs and therefore their identity. 
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Beliefs and Problematic Pornography Use 

Individuals using pornography at a level they perceive as problematic, often struggle with 

the internalization of their behaviors, especially religious users (Stack, Wasserman, & Kern, 

2004). This internalization impacts their beliefs about themselves, as well as their self-

perceptions (Poulsen et al. 2013). The relationship between pornography use and beliefs is 

necessary to discuss because of the inner conflict that can occur within the individual who is 

using. Studies investigating the relationship between individual beliefs and pornography remain 

sparse, causing a gap in the literature (Nelson, Padilla-Walker, & Carroll, 2010). Despite this 

gap, these studies need to be continually considered due to the relationship between addictive 

and compulsive type behaviors and beliefs about those behaviors. Self-reflection and users’ 

beliefs about their behaviors have been found to cause cognitive dissonance when there is a 

discrepancy between the two (Stone, 2008). This is especially true with individuals who identify 

as religious and use pornography, serving as an example of the cognitive dissonance that can 

occur when challenged between beliefs and behaviors (Olmstead, Negash, Pasley, & Fincham, 

2013; Regnerus, 2007). 

Beliefs that individuals hold about themselves and their behaviors have a substantial 

impact on their identity. If individuals believe themselves to have sinful behaviors, they may 

perceive themselves as sinners. If they believe that they are addicted to pornography, then they 

may identify themselves as pornography addicts. If individuals perceive themselves as kind and 

giving, then they maintain that they are good people. The beliefs individuals hold about 

themselves strongly influence their self-perception of their identity and impact functioning, 

health, and relationships (Jensen et al, 1999; Schwarzer, 1994; Yeh et al, 2005). This relationship 
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cannot be ignored. These same beliefs can cause comorbid dysfunction such as depression, low 

self-esteem, poor self-image, and low body satisfaction (Stewart & Szymanski, 2012). The 

relationship between what people feel about their pornography use, how they perceive their 

behaviors regarding their use, and their self-reflective identities is a substantial part of this study, 

because of people’s beliefs about themselves nurtures, manages, and shapes their identity. 

 

Kairos Moments and Impact on Identity 

Defining the word kairos is necessary to conceptualize further how pornography use can 

impact an individual’s identity. The term kairos comes from Greek and has several translations. 

It relates to a moment, or event, and not a physical thing (Miller, 1992). It can be best described 

as a point in time that marks a significant change, a point of transformation on a chronological 

lifeline (Aristotle, trans. Solmsen, 1954). Its roots come from the time of Aristotle, during the 

birth of philosophy, who perceived kairos as a time where one time was different than another 

(Kinneavy & Eskin, 2000). While the concept of kairos requires deeper reflection than just have 

a simple meaning, it is something that happens daily to individuals. Kairos moments include 

salvation experiences, marriage, the birth of a child, and many other events that individualize the 

experience as a time before and a time after. It is not simply the event, but the change that takes 

place within the individual through the sequence of events. While the concept is easily defined 

by positive events, a Kairos moment can also be caused by negative ones. Death, rape, and 

trauma can all provide the same impact and include the same conceptualization. Internal and 

external experiences become one to form a time before and a time after. An individual's 

repetitive behaviors can initiate self-reflection at a deeper level, and this reflection can become 

the Kairos event(s).  
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To build a bridge between a philosophical sense of identity transformation and 

pornography use requires conceptualization through current associations found in previous 

research. The most prevalent empirical support for this concept is found in substance addiction 

research. Individuals who engage in substance addiction have been observed having their 

identity self-defined as being an addict or recovering addict (De Leon, 1996; Kearney & 

O’Sullivan, 2003). The concept of having an identity change based on behaviors was observed in 

a qualitative study that reviewed how long it took participants to change behaviors, which in turn 

changed their self-perception of identity (Kearney et al., 2003). This study found that an 

“identity shift” takes place at a certain point when the individual has changed his or her 

problematic behavior for a particular time (Kearney et al., 2003). A similar study, conducted on 

recovering substance abusers, found that individuals refer to their previous selves during their 

substance addiction as a different identity (Hughes, 2007). This same scenario was observed in 

two other studies that included recovering drug addicts and alcoholics (Anderson & Mott, 1998; 

Granfield & Cloud, 1996). Shinebourne and Smith (2009) observed this same identity pattern in 

a qualitative study, which found that past reflection on the individual's identity is seen as a 

before-and-after scenario. Through the literature, it becomes evident that individuals can 

recognize a differentiation between their current and past identities, and those identities can be 

based on problematic behaviors and addictions (DiClemente, 2017; Frings & Albery, 2015). 

Through the addiction literature, there is also support in both the identification of being and not 

being, self-defined as an addict. Since research has demonstrated the behaviors associated with 

pornography use can be self-described as addiction, it should also be considered that this same 

self-reflection can influence users' perceived identities. Simply stated, if drug addicts self-define 

as drug addicts due to their drug-using behaviors, then pornography users can self-define as 
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addicted to pornography based on their behaviors. Thus, the users' beliefs toward themselves and 

their behaviors equate to beliefs about their identity through the Kairos event(s).  

 

Identity and Problematic Pornography Use 

Understanding how pornography use can affect both individuals' lives and their identities 

requires deeper reflection on a combination of previous research findings, clinical observations, 

and comprehension of life influences. Portions of each study provide additional insight into how 

identity and life functioning can be influenced by an individual's pornography use. However, 

there are no studies that specifically observe the relationship between pornography use and the 

impact on the users' identities. 

The foundational understanding would be that at a point in the individual's life, he or she 

moves from being a non-pornography user to being a pornography user. This change in behavior 

can similarly be seen as being a smoker or not, believing in God or a higher power versus being a 

nonbeliever, or being single versus being married. A simple marker of how an individual’s 

identity begins to change can be seen in the individual’s title (e.g., mother, father, doctor, 

lawyer). Pornography users can also be conceptualized as having a change in identity after a 

certain point in their use. 

Various areas of impact previously addressed in the review of literature may be seen with 

this population through self-reflection. It was found that individuals who use pornography, both 

male, and female, have higher levels of negative symptoms such as depression, low self-esteem, 

and negative self-perception (Lewczuk et al., 2017). It was also found that users' body image is 

affected by comparing their physical appearance to pornographic images and their perception of 

attractiveness (Cranney, 2015). In men, it was also found that their satisfaction with their penis 
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size and their stomachs were negatively impacted by their pornography use (Cranney, 2015; 

Peter & Valkenburg, 2014). Women's body image and identity can also be impacted by 

pornography use. O’Reilley and colleagues (2007) found that women may no longer consider 

themselves adequate, necessary, or sexually attractive for their romantic partner, which provides 

support that their self-identity is now reimagined based on their beliefs about themselves and 

their relationships with others. 

One focus of this study is to explicate the relationship between users’ behavior and their 

identity relative to addictive patterns related to their pornography use.  That is, individuals may 

define themselves by a moment or series of moments that they either willfully or coercively 

participate. These moments could be viewed as a Kairos event or series of events that can result 

in an identity forming schema that is unique from their “before” identity. Akin to substance 

abuse, pornography users or former problematic pornography users, may see themselves as 

having separate identities before their use and after their use. They could also see themselves as 

past addicts and recovering addicts. The connection becomes clear as there is a moment where 

this change becomes the before-and-after identity. 

Instrument Considerations 

 There are a number of measures that have been used to assess the potential problematic 

sexual behavior including Problematic Pornography Use Scale (PPUS; Kor et al., 2014), the 

Compulsive Pornography Consumption scale (CPC; Noor et al., 2014), the Cyber Pornography 

Use Inventory (CPUI) (Grubbs, Sessoms, Wheeler, & Volk, 2010) and Cyber Pornography Use 

Inventory (CPUI-9) (Grubbs, Volk, Exline, & Pargament, 2015), Cognitive and Behavioral 

Outcomes Scale (CBOSB) ( McBride, 2006), the Sexual Compulsivity Scale (SCS; Kalichman, 

Johnson, Adiar, & Rompa, 1994), the Hypersexual Behavior Inventory (Reid, Garos & 
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Carpenter, 2011), the Pornography Cravings Questionnaire (Kraus & Rosenberg, 2014), and the 

Hypersexual Behavior Consequences Scale (Reid et al., 2012). Each of these scales addresses 

problematic sexual behavior in one form or another.  

 

Problematic Pornography Use Scale (PPUS) 

The Problematic Pornography Use Scale (PPUS; Kor et al., 2014) was developed to 

measure problematic pornography use due to the lack of instruments that could provide insight 

into this growing issue (Kor et al., 2014). This scale follows the concept of addiction models in 

order to understand the relationship between an individual’s pornography use and impact of 

functioning in various domains. Through an addiction-based conceptualization, an individual’s 

pornography use can be conceptualized as having similar features to other addictions, such as 

substance use and gambling (Brand et al., 2011; Carnes & Wilson, 2002; Goodman, 1993). The 

scale has 21 items that assess four domains related to pornography use: distress and functional 

problems, excessive use, control difficulties, and use to escape negative emotions. Several 

studies have been conducted to validate the PPUS and have found strong validity and reliability 

(Darvish & Nikmanesh, 2017; Kor, Potenza, Hoff, Porter, & Kraus, 2017; Kor et al., 2014). 

Despite this scale’s reliability and validity, the scale has two issues precluding its use in this 

study. The first is that the scale is too long to be used as a brief measure (Noor, Rosser, & 

Erickson, 2014). The second is that this scale measures four domains of which none address the 

relationship between beliefs and identity. 

Compulsive Pornography Consumption (CPC) 

The Compulsive Pornography Consumption scale (CPC; Noor et al., 2014) was 

developed to address the issues that researchers found when trying to measure the consumption 
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of sexually explicit media (Noor et al., 2014). The scale attempts to measure an individual's 

compulsive pornography consumption, which the researchers define as synonymous with 

pornography addiction, by bridging the gap between measuring the relationships between the 

consumption of sexually explicit media and compulsive sexual behaviors. The scale contains five 

items, uses Likert scaling, and mirrors the criteria for obsessive-compulsive disorder found in the 

DSM with the tone of each survey question being inclusive of pornography (Rosser, Noor, & 

Iantaffi, 2014). 

This scale was considered for this study because the research considers compulsive 

pornography consumption similarly to diagnosable mental disorders. Those who consider 

themselves as having a disorder may also identify themselves through this disorder. But while 

this scale can identify individuals who have compulsive issues with pornography, it does not 

assess how it impacts the users’ identity. 

Cyber Pornography Use Inventory (CPUI) 

The Cyber Pornography Use Inventory (CPUI) seeks to measure how the perceived 

addiction may be related to other domains of psychological functioning (Grubbs, Sessoms, 

Wheeler, & Volk, 2010; Grubbs et al., 2015). Grubbs et al. (2010) suggested the CPUI based on 

the characteristics of addictive behaviors. It was considered that these characteristics are due to 

an inability to stop the behaviors, that there are significant negative impacts as a result of those 

behaviors, and there is a level of obsession with these behaviors. The CPUI was modeled after 

the Internet Sex Screening Test, which was originally developed by Delmonico (Delmonico & 

Griffin, 2008). 

This inventory is a 40-item scale with six subscales that include compulsion, social use, 

efforts, guilt, isolation, and interest (Egan & Parmar, 2013; Sessoms, 2011). Through testing, this 
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scale was found to have good reliability in the subscales of compulsivity and social use (Grubbs, 

Stauner, Exline, Pargament, & Lindberg, 2015) but lacked in guilt and isolation (Egan et al., 

2013). This scale only measures Internet pornography use and does not consider other media. 

Despite the positive attributes of this scale, it does not measure the needed aspects for this study, 

specifically identity. 

Cognitive and Behavioral Outcomes Scale (CBOSB) 

The CBOSB was developed by McBride (2006) for the purpose of measuring the worries 

of negative consequences associated with sexual practices and their use. This scale provides 

insight into the extent to which individuals worry about the consequences of their sexual 

practices, if those practices caused pain or injury to others, if they caused problems in their 

relationships, and if these behaviors impacted their school and work (McBride, 2006). This scale 

contains six domains: legal/occupational, psychological/spiritual, social, physical (pain, injury), 

financial, and other physical pain such as disease or pregnancy (McBride et al., 2007; Womack, 

Hook, Ramos, Davis, & Penberthy, 2013). This scale provides additional insight into how sexual 

behaviors associated with pornography use could influence the relationships and identity of the 

user. The scale, however, is primarily focused on sexual behaviors and self-reflection on 

consequences of individuals’ actions and not its impact on identity or beliefs about themselves or 

their use. Due to this scale not addressing pornography as the sexual behavior and there being no 

measure for its impact on identity, this scale was not considered a tenable instrument for this 

study. 

Sexual Compulsivity Scale (SCS) 

The Sexual Compulsivity Scale (SCS; Kalichman, Johnson, Adiar, & Rompa, 1994) 

measures an individual’s sexual desires or urges, the way the individual reacts to them, and the 
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negative impact of these behaviors. This scale was considered because it includes questions that 

investigate the impact on relationships and the individual’s struggle to manage his or her sexual 

thoughts and behaviors (McBride, Reece, & Sanders, 2008). There are several issues with using 

this scale. First, the scale has been primarily used with participants who are not generalizable 

with the majority of studies because they were expected to be hypersexual and have sexual 

preoccupation (Kalichman & Rompa, 1995; Lee, Ritchey, Forbey, & Gaither, 2009). Second, the 

SCS does not specifically measure pornography use. Lastly, the relationship between compulsive 

sexual behaviors and identity is not measured or addressed. Due to the lack of specificity to 

pornography use and identity, this scale is not considered a tenable measure in addressing the 

research questions in this study. 

Hypersexual Behavior Inventory (HBI) 

The Hypersexual Behavior Inventory (HBI; Reid, Garos & Carpenter, 2011) is a 19-item 

self-report measure that focuses on domains associated with hypersexual behaviors. The 

inventory contains items that measure how individuals use sex to cope with emotional distress 

and the extent to which individuals feel they are unable to control their sexual thoughts, feelings, 

and behaviors (Reid & Garos, 2007). The scale also attempts to measure the extent to which 

individuals experience negative consequences through their sexual activities (Reid, Harper, & 

Anderson, 2009). The HBI has shown consistency with its validity through multiple studies 

(Reid, Li, et al. 2011; Reid, Garos & Carpenter, 2011) and considerations toward hypersexual 

type disorders in the future (Reid et al., 2012; Reid, Garos, & Fong, 2012). The content of the 

scale is focused on how individuals’ sexual behaviors and thoughts impact their daily 

functioning and to what severity. 
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The HBI provides significant insight into the individual's dysfunction and its impact on 

the individual's daily life. The HBI was considered for this study because of the way it measures 

individuals' perception of how their hypersexual behaviors impact their lives and their perception 

of themselves. However, it does not measure the specific impact on the individuals' identity. A 

final aspect of this scale that prevents it from meeting the specific needs of this study is that the 

scale measures hypersexual behaviors and not specifically pornography use. While the literature 

has demonstrated correlations between hypersexual behaviors, promiscuity, and pornography use 

(Villena, Contreras, & Chiclana, 2017), this scale does not specify that pornography use is the 

only or primary hypersexual behavior. 

Pornography Cravings Questionnaire (PCQ) 

The Pornography Cravings Questionnaire (PCQ; Kraus & Rosenberg, 2014) was created 

by adapting statements from measures designed to assess alcohol and drug craving (Bohn, 

Krahn, & Staehler, 1995) and consists of a pool of 20 items that include 5 dimensions of 

pornography craving behaviors (Allen et al., 2017). The five domains are perceived control over 

use, mood changes, psychophysiological reactivity, desire, and intention to use pornography 

(Kraus et al., 2014). The PCQ provides significant information about sexual behaviors related to 

Internet pornography and has been shown to have strong psychometric properties (Allen et al., 

2017). This questionnaire was considered for this study due to specifically measuring the 

relationship between pornography use and dysfunction in the various domains of the individual. 

Despite this relationship, the questionnaire does not provide a significant enough emphasis on 

how pornography impacts the identity of the user. 
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Hypersexual Behavior Consequences Scale (HBCS) 

The Hypersexual Behavior Consequences Scale (HBCS; Reid et al., 2012) was developed 

to address the consequences of hypersexual behaviors that the Cognitive and Behavioral 

Outcomes of Sexual Behaviors Scale (McBride et al., 2008) and the Compulsive Sexual 

Behavior Consequences Scale (CSBCS; Muench et al., 2007) did not measure. This scale was 

considered for this study because it includes a focus on self-reflection about consequences that 

impact people's current life experiences based on their past hypersexual behaviors. Reliability 

and validity for the HBCS were high in the initial study. Despite this positive testing, the HBCS 

focuses on hypersexual behaviors and not exclusively on pornography use. Also, the scale 

measures the perception of consequences from the hypersexual behaviors and not how those 

behaviors have impacted people's identity or beliefs about themselves.  

Despite the strong validity and reliability of the different instruments reviewed for this 

study, there were no instruments in the current literature that provided a way that could measure 

the relationship between pornography use, its influence on identity, and the pornography users’ 

internalization and externalization of their use. The need for an instrument to provide a way to 

measure how an external stimulus can impact internal functioning was necessary to understand 

the relationship between pornography use and identity. Developing instruments that are inclusive 

of the external stimulus influencing internal functioning was necessary due to the gap in the 

scales that measure the different aspects of pornography use.  

Centrality Event Scale  

The Centrality Event Scale (CES; Berntsen & Rubin, 2006) was developed to measure 

how significant life events impact identity. This scale was considered based on its high reliability 

(Boals, 2010; Robinaugh and McNally, 2011; Smeets, Giesbrecht, Raymaekers, Shaw, & 
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Merckelbach, 2010) and because it addresses the change in identity people experience. This scale 

was developed to examine how the effects of traumatic events impact the individual’s identity 

formulation. This scale is a 20-item survey that contains three subscales: if the event, or series of 

events, was a reference point for the generation of expectations and attribution of meaning to 

other events in the person’s life; if the event, or series of events, was perceived as a central 

component of personal identity; and if the event, or series of events, was regarded as a turning 

point in the life story (Berntsen et al., 2006). Identifying the measuring objective of each 

subscale is necessary to identify whether this scale can provide further usefulness for this study. 

The first subscale involves if the event, or series of events, was a reference point for the 

generation of expectations and attribution of meaning to other events in the person’s life. This 

was also referred to by Boals (2010) as the individual having an impact on daily inferences. 

Having had an impact on individuals' daily perceptions and interactions further plays a role in the 

continuation of their self-perceptions through their beliefs of themselves (Newby & Moulds, 

2011). To understand what the impact of daily inferences looks like, Pillemer (1998) explained 

these anchoring events in a person's life are "a lasting reminder of the way things are" (p. 74). In 

cases that include a series of traumatic events, an individual can exist in a state of mental 

hypervigilance (Ehlers & Clark, 2000), which causes a level of recurring intrusion, leading to a 

disturbance in the individual's daily life (Newby et al., 2011). This subscale suggests that an 

event, or series of events, can echo through daily functioning long after the event has occurred. 

Though this subscale does not reference pornography use as the series of events, there is support 

to consider that daily or frequent use of pornography can cause this same impact in daily 

inferences, therefore influencing meaning toward other events in users' lives.  



41 
 

The second subscale investigates if the events have become a central component of 

personal identity. A person's self-understanding comprises the results of several specific stories 

that define who a person is through a narrative form, as opposed to declarative terms (Fitzgerald, 

1988). Considered another way, this personal identity could be defined as a person's self-schema 

(Brewer, 1996). The importance of people's identities is rooted in their life experiences (Cramer, 

2004), beliefs about themselves and their behaviors (Stedman, 2002; Schwartz, Montgomery, & 

Briones, 2006), and system of values (Mecklbaum, 2011). In this study, how a person’s identity 

is formulated is essential to the impact of these events and how a person defines himself or 

herself. 

The final subscale of the CES identifies if the life event, or series of events, was regarded 

as a turning point at which the person’s life story changed. According to Pillemer (1998), a 

turning point in a life story is "a specific episode or series of episodes that appears to alter or 

redirect the ongoing flow of the life course" (p. 76). It is important to understand that 

recognizing how a life event or events are interpreted through self-reflection and how identifying 

those events as a catalyst for change in the individual's life story is necessary to conceptualizing 

this subscale. This turning point is not a simple change from one identity to another, but an entry 

into a kairos moment, a span of time when a change in people's beliefs about themselves was 

incurred and modified their identity (Kinneavy & Eskin, 2000; McFadden & Thibault, 2006).  

The scale was originally designed around traumatic events and identity. Berntsen and 

Rubin (2007) contemplated the connection between unexpected traumatic events and the impact 

on the person's mind. They considered how these imbalances could cause violations in the 

schemata of the person, causing him or her to accommodate the violation to manage the trauma 

(Berntsen et al., 2007). It is important to recognize that trauma is not always limited to a single 
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event but can include the exposure and experiencing of events over time (Berntsen et al., 2006), 

which is supported through the CES. Identifying trauma, in a context that implies more damage 

in neurological understandings, begins to shape the picture of how the trauma schemes can be 

relative to more than single events. It is further argued that these traumatic memories remain 

accessible, causing a constant influence on the way the individual interprets non-traumatic 

experiences with future events (Berntsen et al., 2006), which has been previously identified as 

implicit memories and the lack of time stamping by Siegel (2001). The CES was created through 

this theory as a way to measure the extent to which a traumatic memory forms a reference point 

(Berntsen & Rubin, 2006). Understanding how an event can influence the individual's identity is 

essential to understanding how the normal path of identity formulation can deviate and the lens 

through which the individual sees the world can be altered. 

The CES showed promise with its reliability and validity, making it a tenable scale in 

measuring the impact of life events and identity. However, this scale does not encompass 

pornography as the series of events that influences identity. In comparison to the other reviewed 

scales, the CES demonstrates the closest relation to the needed measures for this study, 

connecting behaviors and experiences with impact on life and identity. It can provide a bridge 

between the concepts outlined in this study and bring a collective understanding of their 

relationship to the field of mental health. 

 

Summary 

Pornography can cause a level of distress in people, at times beyond what they can 

comprehend. This chapter has bridged the gap between the use of pornography and the impact 

that pornography can have on individuals and their identity. This chapter reviewed how 
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pornography use has evolved over the years and how it can cause problematic symptomology in 

mental health and life domains. The chapter has also demonstrated that this dysfunction can 

cause changes in the identity through a Kairos event. Scales and assessments were discussed to 

provide insight into the impact that pornography use has in the different areas of the individual 

user and their relevance to this study. Despite the various domains that these scales measure, 

they do not specifically provide a way to measure the impact that pornography use has on the 

individual in the areas outlined in the research questions. Chapter 3 provides a discussion on the 

methods for conducting the study, as well as data collection, analysis, and selection of 

participants. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHOD 

This chapter will focus on the methodology used to investigate the two aspects of this 

study. The first aspect is to assess the reliability and validity of the Centrality of Event Scale 

(CES) modified for pornography use, which is called the Centrality of Event Scale- Pornography 

(CES-P). The second aspect of this study is to assess the validity and factor structure of the CES-

P as it relates to pornography use and other factors that have shown some relationship to 

problematic pornography use in other research. The chapter will briefly review the research 

purpose followed by the research questions and hypotheses. The chapter will then review the 

research design, including the process for selecting participants and the research instruments 

used. The chapter will further discuss the procedures used for the data processing and analysis. A 

section on ethical considerations is included, followed by a summary of the chapter. 

 

Research Design 

This study will use exploratory factor analysis with oblimin (oblique) rotation consistent 

with best practices for sexuality researchers (Sakaluk & Short, 2017) in order to investigate the 

potential latent factors of underlying variability in the correlation matrix for the initial item 

battery. Weakest loading items of any of the factors that have cross-loadings of <0.3 will be 

removed. Bivariate correlations will be examined, and convergent, discriminant, and incremental 

validity of the CES-P will be evaluated. The three subscales of the CES-P will be of principle 

interest, as well as one of the primary hypotheses. Findings will be analyzed, reported, and 

discussed in Chapter 4.  
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Selection of Participants 

Participants will be recruited through the use of Mechanical Turk (MTurk) with a sample 

size of approximately 500 participants. MTurk provides a random sample with various ages, 

ethnicities, religions, genders, and levels of pornography use (Stewart et al., 2015). Three 

exclusions will be made to ensure the study’s validity: (a) participants must be 18 years of age or 

older, (b) only individuals who used pornography in the last 6 months will be permitted to take 

the survey, and (c) individuals who do not give consent to participate in the study will be 

excluded from proceeding with the survey. 

Instrumentation 

Demographic Information  

This study will use standard questions to identify the demographics. These questions will 

include identification of the participant’s gender, relationship status, age, religious affiliations, 

education, employment status, ethnicity, and age at which the participant began using 

pornography. 

Pornography use. The survey will include qualitative questions that will provide the 

participant’s frequency, duration, and severity of pornography use. These questions will identify 

if the individual is a past pornography user, a current pornography user, or both over his or her 

lifetime. To further understand the participant’s frequency of use, the survey will identify how 

often he or she uses pornography by week, months, and six months. In addition, the survey will 

measure frequency of masturbation by times per day and frequency of masturbation multiple 

times in one day per week. To understand duration, the survey will identify how long the 

individual uses pornography each time he or she uses it. 
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Centrality of Event Scale for Pornography (CES-P). There are numerous valuable 

instruments measuring hypersexuality, perceived addiction, online behaviors, and attitudes 

toward pornography, but there is still a relative void of instruments specifically assessing the 

impact that pornography use has on an individual. The CES-P is a modification of the CES to 

identify how an individual’s pornography use impacts the same subscales previously described in 

the preceding chapters. The CES-P fills the void the previously reviewed scales (PPUS, CPC, 

CBOSB, etc.) do not address. The modified scale identifies whether individuals’ pornography 

use became a reference point for other experiences in their life, whether their pornography use 

impacted their identity, and whether their pornography use became a significant influence on 

their life stories. 

Modifying the CES to include pornography use allows the scale to measure the 

relationship between individuals’ pornography use and the impact on their identity and how they 

make meaning of their world and experiences. This is important because there is a void in the 

literature regarding this relationship. The significance of this relationship can help mental health 

professionals and researchers understand the real impact pornography has, beyond what is 

currently understood in the research. In addition, by modifying the CES to the CES-P, a measure 

becomes available that can increase the larger body of knowledge regarding how pornography 

use behaviors impact beliefs and thus impact self-identity. 

The CES-P was developed from the CES, which contains three subscales: if the event, or 

series of events, was a reference point for the generation of expectations and attribution of 

meaning to other events in the person’s life; if the event, or series of events, was perceived as a 

central component of personal identity; and if the event, or series of events, was regarded as a 

turning point in the life story (Berntsen et al., 2006). To measure the effects of pornography use 
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on identity, the CES was modified to the CES-P by changing the language in the scale to include 

pornography use (Appendix A). Through changing this language, the scale encourages 

participants to reflect on their problematic pornography use as the series of events that replace 

the events found in the CES. This allows for the assessment of how the relationship between 

their pornography use and their identity has impacted their life. 

Subscale 1: My pornography use has become a reference point for meaning with other 

events in my life. Originally this subscale was the event(s) that becomes a reference point for 

meaning with other events in the individual's life. The original CES focused this question toward 

the concept that trauma and other significant life events can cause a deviation in the meaning 

making of the individual. For this study, the CES-P considers the individual's pornography use 

and behaviors as the lens that adjusts his or her meaning making. This altered perspective is 

expected to modify the way the individual experiences relationships, social interactions, and 

other events. 

Subscale 2: My pornography use is a central component of my identity. Originally this 

subscale was the event or events that was a central component of the individual's identity. 

Through using the methods of the original scale, the correlation between an individuals' 

pornography use and identity can be identified. Individuals' beliefs toward their behaviors have a 

direct impact on their identity. Considering the behaviors with pornography use that individuals 

engage in, their beliefs toward these behaviors and their use can impact identity. 

Subscale 3: My pornography use was a turning point in my life story. Originally this 

subscale was the event or events that was a turning point in the individual's life story. While it 

makes sense to define this event as the first exposure to pornography, this study considers this 

turning point not as a single moment, but as a Kairos event; a collection of self-reflection of 
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people's behaviors leading to internalization of their beliefs about their use and self. To identify 

when this internal transformation occurs, the task falls on the participant to identify the timing of 

this kairos event, rather than the researcher. 

Validity and reliability testing. To test the validity of the CES-P, additional scales are 

necessary to use in congruence for this study. In the plethora of assessments, scales, and 

questionnaires, there were no scales that aligned exactly with the CES or the CES-P. Two scales, 

however, can provide aspects of the CES-P: the Hypersexual Behavior Inventory and the Cyber 

Pornography Use Inventory. 

The Hypersexual Behavior Inventory (HBI; Reid, Garos, & Carpenter, 2011) is 

composed of a 19-item self-report measure that focuses on domains associated with hypersexual 

behaviors: how individuals use sex to cope with emotional distress; the severity with which 

individuals feel they are unable to control their sexual thoughts, feelings, and behaviors; the 

extent to which individuals experience negative consequences through their sexual activities; and 

how individuals’ sexual behaviors and thoughts impact their daily functioning (Reid, Harper, & 

Anderson, 2009; Reid & Garos, 2007). The HBI has shown consistency with its validity and 

reliability through multiple studies (Reid, Li, Gilliland, Stein, & Fong, 2011; Reid, Garos, & 

Carpenter, 2011) and provides a good measure for how sexual behaviors can impact daily 

functioning and be used for emotional regulation.  

The Cyber Pornography Use Inventory (CPUI; Grubbs et al., 2010) seeks to measure how 

the perceived addiction may be related to other domains of psychological functioning (Grubbs, 

Sessoms, Wheeler, & Volk, 2010; Grubbs, Volk, Exline, & Pargament, 2015). Grubbs, Sessoms 

et al. (2010) suggested the scale based on the characteristics of addictive behaviors. It was 

considered that these characteristics are due to an inability to stop the behaviors, that there are 



49 
 

significant negative impacts as a result of those behaviors, and that there is a level of obsession 

with these behaviors. This inventory is a 40-item scale with six subscales that include 

compulsion, interest, efforts, guilt, isolation, and social use (Egan & Parmar, 2013; Sessoms, 

2011). This scale will be used to help validate the CES-P because the CPUI includes measures 

that reflect properties and dysfunction associated with addiction, which can impact users’ beliefs 

about themselves and their behaviors. Through the concept of addiction, the relationship between 

participants’ pornography using behaviors and their self-perception of identity can be observed. 

Catch trial. To identify participants providing flawed data through automatic survey 

completion software, and participants who do not read each question on the survey, the survey 

will include strategically placed items called catch trial items. The study will include four catch 

trial questions at different portions of the survey. The first three questions will require a specific 

answer (I am a human, I live on Earth, and I plan to get paid for my participation in this study). 

The survey will conclude with a single question that will identify if the participant answered the 

survey questions honestly or if he or she randomly selected answers to complete the survey. 

Individuals who do not answer one of the four catch trial questions correctly will be eliminated 

from the study. 

 

Research Procedures 

Data Collection 

Approval through the institutional review board will be sought before any data collection. 

Once the study is approved to proceed, a test survey will be created and administered through 

MTurk. This will serve as the pilot study of the survey. Participants will be requested through 

MTurk. The presentation of the survey to participants will include a narrative that explains the 
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premise of the survey and states that the survey is assessing pornography use, self-perceptions of 

pornography use, and the self-perceived impact of pornography use on the individual. 

 

Research Questions  

Research Question 1 

Does the CES-P maintain the factor structure of the original CES? 

Hypothesis 1. The CES-P maintains the factor structure of the original CES. 

Null hypothesis: The CES-P does not maintain the factor structure of the original 

CES. 

 

The CES has been used in multiple research studies and has demonstrated strong validity 

and reliability. While some of the vocabulary in the CES has been changed to create the CES-P, 

it is expected to demonstrate similar levels of validity. Identifying if the CES-P maintains the 

same factor structure as the CES will support if the scale measures what it proposes it measures. 

 

Research Question 2 

Is there a positive correlation between levels of pornography use and scores on the CES-

P? 

Hypothesis 2. There is a positive correlation between levels of pornography use and 

scores on the CES-P. 

Null hypothesis: There is not a positive correlation between levels of 

pornography use and scores on the CES-P. 
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Individuals who identify themselves as having problematic or addictive pornography use 

have been observed having higher levels of cognitive dissonance. It is expected that higher levels 

of pornography use will correlate with higher scores on the three subscales found in the CES-P 

because higher dysfunction in life domains due to pornography use is expected to correlate with 

higher levels of use. 

 

Research Question 3 

Do individuals who self-identify as religious score higher on the CES-P than 

nonreligious individuals? 

Hypothesis 3. Individuals who self-identify as religious score higher on the CES-P than 

nonreligious individuals. 

Null hypothesis: Individuals who self-identify as religious will not score higher 

on the CES-P than nonreligious individuals. 

 

Individuals who identify as religious and use pornography have been shown to have more 

internal conflict than nonreligious populations (Abell et al., 2006; Thomas, 2016; Grubbs et al., 

2010). This internal struggle would also be observed in their beliefs about their pornography use 

and with their perception of their identity. It is expected that religious individuals will have 

higher scores on the CES-P than nonreligious individuals. 

Data Processing and Analysis 

Data will be collected and uploaded into IBM SPSS Statistics version 25 with PROCESS 

macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013). Data will be reviewed for any missing information, incomplete 
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surveys, or clear irregularities in survey answers. Also, participants who answered the fourth 

catch trial question as not being honest with their answers will be excluded. Preliminary data 

screening will provide scores that will allow the researcher to see if the measures are normally 

distributed. Transformation of data will be conducted if any assumptions are violated. Once this 

is completed with no violations, the assumption of linearity will be tested and screened for 

outliers. The outliers will then be individually reviewed for consideration of their validity and 

inclusion or exclusion in the study. 

Ethical Considerations 

Before collecting data, multiple ethical precautions will be conducted. The first is that 

approval from the institutional review board will be obtained. Consultation and supervision will 

be received through the institution and ethical guidelines for research from the American 

Counseling Association. Informed consents that include a description of the survey will be read 

by the participants before they have access to the survey and will require their agreement to 

begin the survey. Participants who do not agree to the informed consent will not receive access 

to any of the survey questions. 

The participants' welfare and ethical treatment are considered a top priority. Participants' 

confidentiality is essential to ensuring client safety. Through the use of Mechanical Turk, the 

participants' identifying information will not be available to the researchers, maintaining their 

confidentiality. A final consideration is a risk to participant welfare through the study. Due to the 

absence of experimental treatment being provided, the participants will not have treatment 

withheld, placebo, or treatment plus preventing participants from being harmed. Due to the 

content of the survey, there may be psychologically distressing aspects to the participant. To 
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address this potential concern, a narrative will be included at the end of the survey with contact 

information for mental health assistance. 

Summary 

This chapter provided a discussion of the purpose of the study followed by the research 

questions and hypotheses. The research design was reviewed, including how participants and 

research instruments were chosen. Research procedures were explained, followed by the data 

analysis procedures and how the data will be processed. The chapter concludes with the ethical 

considerations the researchers accepted to protect the participants in the study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the relationship between beliefs, pornography 

use, and identity and to bridge the gap in the research. If pornography use becomes a central 

component of the pornography user’s identity, that may act as a reference point for meaning 

making with other events in the user’s life. Testing the validity and reliability of the CES-P will 

provide data on the psychometric properties of the scale, which will then be used to further 

explore the relationship between identity and pornography use. It is important for mental health 

professionals to recognize these self-defining perceptions because they can impact case 

conceptualization, goal setting, and treatment outcomes. Understanding how these central events 

in an individual’s life have impacted the meaning of other events and self-identity requires the 

use of instruments that can assist with identifying how these events affect the individual. The 

CES has demonstrated the ability to assess these aspects, but it does not examine pornography 

use as the central life event specifically. Thus, the CES-P was developed. Further testing of its 

validity is required, which is part of the purpose of this study. 

Data Screening 

A sample of 1,227 participants was acquired through data collection from MTurk in 

March 2018. The data were screened through several methods to remove participants whose 

responses would threaten the study’s validity. Participants were given multiple demographic 

items, questions about their pornography use, and informed consent. The first step in the data 

screening removed participants who did not answer the catch trial questions and the informed 

consent correctly. This removed 51 participants. Two cases where participants selected the same 

consecutive responses 20 or more times were removed. Any participant who did not spend an 
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average of at least 1 second per item answered were removed from the sample. This removed 25 

participants. The variance was calculated on the 19 subscales with any participant who scored 

zero and any four of them were eliminated. There were no participants removed during this step. 

Since this study focuses on problematic pornography users, we eliminated any respondent who 

did not indicate any response above 1 on the CPUI and who had not used pornography in the 30 

days prior to participating in the study. This eliminated 510 participants. Finally, participants 

who gave the same response to all of the CES-P items were not included in the analysis. This 

eliminated 142 participants. These procedures resulted in a final sample of 497 participants. 

Participant Demographics 

Demographics of the viable participants were reviewed after data screening (N = 497) 

and demonstrated that 55.7% of participants were male, 42.9% were female, and 1.4% selected 

“other” to describe their gender. Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 72 (M = 35.3, SD = 11.1). 

The majority of the sample was Caucasian (74.9%); 10.3% described their race as African 

American, 7.5% Hispanic, 5.3% Asian, 0.4% American Indian or Alaska Native, and 1.6% chose 

“other.” The participants’ highest reported level of education was collected. A plurality of 

participants (38.1%) endorsed having at least a bachelor’s degree; the remaining participants 

endorsed a high school diploma or GED (14.5%), college freshman (5.4%), college sophomore 

(8.1%), college junior (4.8%), college senior (3.2%), trade or technical school (10.9%), master’s 

degree (12.5%), professional degree (1.8%), or doctorate (0.4%). Employment status revealed 

that the majority of participants (65.6%) selected “employed for wages,” 15.2% chose self-

employed, 4.9% not employed, 4.0% homemaker, 6.1% student, 0.8% military, 2.6% retired, and 

0.8% unable to work. Participants reported their relationship status as follows: currently married 

or have a life partner (41.9%), single and never in a relationship (4.6%), single and not currently 
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in a relationship but have been in a serious relationship in the past (15.5%), in a noncommitted 

dating relationship (5.8%), in a monogamous dating relationship (25.2%), married but legally 

separated (1.2%), divorced (5.2%), and widowed (0.4%). Regarding marital history, the largest 

number was never married (49.1%), followed by participants who had been married once 

(40.2%). The rest identified as married twice (9.5%), married three times (1.0%), or married 

more than three times (0.2%). See Table 4.1 for demographic information. 

 

Table 4.1   
Participant Demographics 

   N or Range % or M 

 
Age  18-72 38.1 

 
Gender 
Male  275 55.7 
Female  212 42.9 
Other  7 1.4 
 
Racial Identity 
Caucasian/White  371 74.9 
African American  51 10.3 
Hispanic  37 7.4 
Asian  26 5.2 
American Indian or Alaska Native  2 0.4 
Other   8 1.6 
 
Educational Background 
High School diploma or equivalent (e.g., GED)  72 14.7 
College Freshman  27 5.4 
College Sophomore  40 8.1 
College Junior  24 4.8 
College Senior  16 3.2 
Trade, Technical, or Vocational Training  54 10.9 
Bachelor’s Degree  189 38.1 
Master’s Degree  62 12.5 
Professional Degree  9 1.8 
Doctorate  2 .4 
 
Employment Status 
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Employed for Wages  324 65.6 
Self-Employed  75 15.2 
Not Employed  24 4.8 
Homemakers  20 4.0 
Students  30 6.1 
Military  4 0.8 
Retired  13 2.6 
Unable to Work  4 .8 
 
Marital History 
Never Married  243 49.1 
Married Once  199 40.2 
Married Twice  47 9.5 
Married Three Times  5 1.0 
Married More than Three Times  1 0.2 
 
Current Relationships Status 
Currently Single – Never in a Relationship  23 4.6 
Single – Not Currently in a Relationship  77 15.5 
Non-committed Dating Relationship  29 5.8 
Monogamous Dating Relationship  125 25.2 
Married/With a Life Partner  208 41.9 
Married, but Legally Separated  6 1.2 
Divorced  26 5.2 
Widowed  2 0.4 
    
Household Annual Income    
Under $10,000  21 4.2 
$10,000- $19,999    47 9.5 
$20,000- $29,000    66 13.3 
$30,000- $39,999    62 12.5 
$40,000- $49,999    63 12.7 
$50,000- $59,999    57 11.5 
$60,000- $69,999    42 8.5 
$70,000- $99,999    77 15.5 
Over $100,000        61 12.3 

 

Participants endorsed the following religious affiliations: no religious affiliation (41.8%), 

Protestant (12.5%), nondenominational Christian (15.2%), Catholic (14.3%), Jewish (1.8%), 

New Age or Wiccan (3.4%), Buddhist (0.8%), Hindu (1.0%), Mormon (0.8%), Muslim (1.0%), 

and other (7.3%). See Table 4.2 for demographic information. Belief in God was also collected; 
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a plurality stated that “I believe there is a God” (42.9%), followed by “I sometimes believe there 

is a God” (23.6%), “I used to believe there was a God but do not anymore” (16.7%), and “I do 

not believe there is a God and I cannot say that I have ever believed in a God” (16.7%). A final 

religion-oriented survey question asked, “To what degree does religion or faith affect your 

everyday life and decision-making?” A plurality of participants chose none at all (44.2%), 

followed by a little (23.8%), a moderate amount (15.5%), a lot (8.1%), and a great deal (8.5%). 

See Table 4.2. 

 

 

Table 4.2   

Religious Demographics 

   N or Range % or M 

 

Protestant (e.g., Methodist, Baptist, or other Non-
Catholic Christian Denomination) 

 62 12.5 

Catholic  71 14.3 
Christian (Non-Denominational)  75 15.2 
Mormon  4 0.8 
Muslim  5 1.0 
Hindu  5 1.0 
Jewish  9 1.8 
Buddhist  4 0.8 
New Age or Wiccan  17 3.4 
None  207 41.8 
Other  36 7.3 

 

 
Which of these statements comes closest to express what you believe about 
God? 
I don’t believe there is a God.  213 42.9 
I sometimes believe there is a God  117 23.5 
I used to believe there was a God but do not  83 16.7 
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anymore 
I do not believe there is a God and I cannot say 
that I have ever believed in a God  

 83 16.7 

 

 
To what degree does religion or faith affect your everyday life and decision-
making? 
A great deal.  42 8.5 
A lot.  40 8.0 
A moderate amount  77 15.5 
A little  118 23.7 
None at all  219 44.2 
    

 

 

Several questions were asked to understand the participants’ pornography use. Due to the 

need to understand the participants’ pornography use in qualitative terms, the survey collected 

data on participants’ use in a week, the past month, and the past 6 months. The participants could 

choose from several answers, which included 0 times, 1–3 times, 4–6 times, 7–9 times, and 10 or 

more times per week. The majority of participants (51.3%) selected 1–3 times per week. Other 

responses included 0 times (24.3%), 4–6 times (11.5%), 7–9 times (5.6%), and 10 or more times 

(7.2%). When asked about their use in the last month, participants reported using 1–3 times 

(29.0%), 4–6 times (25.4%), 7–9 times (14.7%), and 10 or more times (31.0%). When asked 

about their use in the last six months, participants reported using 1–3 times (4.6%), 4–6 times 

(15.5%), 7–9 times (15.1%), and 10 or more times (64.8%). See Table 4.3 for pornography use 

data. 
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Table 4.3  
 
Pornography Use Statistics 

   N or Range % or M 

 
Average Hours of Pornography Used per Week  0-72 2.54 
 

Pornography Use in the Past Week  
0 Times  121 24.3 
1-3 Times  255 51.3 
4-6 Times  57 11.5 
7-9 Times  28 5.6 
10 or More Times  36 7.2 
 

Pornography Use in the Past Month  
1-3 Times  144 29.0 
4-6 Times  126 25.4 
7-9 Times  73 14.7 
10 or More Times  154 31.0 
 

Pornography Use in the Last 6 Months 
 

1-3 Times  23 4.6 
4-6 Times  77 15.5 
7-9 Times  75 15.1 
10 or More Times  322 64.8 
    
    
 
 
 
 

   

 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was performed using IBM SPSS Statistics Version 25. Data screening used 

multiple processes to remove participants who would increase the probability of threats to 

validity. An exploratory factor analysis was then conducted to identify variability and to identify 

any weak or cross-loading factors. The data were then reviewed for correlations between the 

factors and the other items included in the study. 
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Principal Axis Factoring of the Initial Item Battery 

The initial item battery of the CES-P consisted of 20 items and was assessed for 

factorability. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy (.947) was greater than 

.60, and all items were correlated with one another at greater than .3, indicating acceptable 

factorability. Principal axis factoring (PAF) with oblimin (oblique) rotation was used. The 

original PAF kept all factors having an eigenvalue of at least 1: all items had an absolute factor 

loading of at least 0.3. The weakest-loading items were iteratively removed on any of the factors 

that had cross-loadings less than 0.3 as a means to refine the instrument and decrease noise. The 

scree plot suggested two meaningful factors that consisted of nine and seven items and together 

explained 61.36% of the total variance of the remaining 16 items (see Table 4.4). 

 

Table 4.4 
 

Final Factor Structure (Pattern Matrix) of Principal Axis Factor Analysis (PAF) with 

Oblique Rotation 

 

 

 Factors 

1 2   R2 

I often see connections and similarities between my pornography 

use and my current relationships with other people.  

.841  .71 

My pornography use can be seen as a symbol or mark of important 

themes in my life. 

.827  .68 

My pornography use has become a reference point for the way I 

understand myself and the world. 

.790  .62 

I automatically see connections and similarities between my 

pornography use and other experiences in my life.  

.766  .59 

I feel that my pornography use has become a part of my identity. .754  .57 

My pornography use has become a reference point for the way I 

understand new experiences. 

.637  .41 
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I feel that my pornography use has become a central part of my life 

story. 

.636  .40 

My pornography use is making my life different from the life of 

most other people. 

.598  .36 

My pornography use tells a lot about who I am. .499  .25 

My pornography use has permanently changed my life.  .804 .65 

I often think about the effects that my pornography use will have on 

my future. 

 .777 .60 

My pornography use has a significantly impacteed my daily life.  .759 .58 

If I had never used pornography, I would have had different 

relationships today. 

 .656 .43 

When I reflect upon my future, I often think about my pornpgraphy 

use. 

 .623 .39 

My pornography use has affected the way I think and feel about 

other experiences. 

 .599 .36 

I believe that people who use less pornography have a different way 

of looking upon themselves than I have. 

 .441 .19 

 

Factor 1: Identity. The first factor consists of nine items that assess to what degree one 

believes that one’s pornography use impacts one’s identity. In the CES-P this included the 

subscale that “My pornography use is a central point of my identity.” The items address the 

users’ internalization of their use (e.g., “My pornography use is making my life different from 

the life of most other people,” “I feel that my pornography use has become a central part of my 

life story,” “My pornography use tells a lot about who I am,” “I feel that my pornography use has 

become a part of my identity”). The items also address the users’ recognition of a turning point 

in their life stories (e.g., “My pornography use has become a reference point for the way I 

understand new experiences,” “I automatically see connections between my pornography use and 

other experiences in my life,” “I often see connections and similarities between my pornography 
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use and my current relationships with other people”). This subscale has a high internal 

consistency (Cronbach’s α = .926). 

This factor is expected to be positively related with the CPUI subscales but should have 

its strongest relationship with the CPUI-Efforts subscale because pornography users who score 

highly on Factor 1 would likely be on the path to acceptance relative to their reliance on and 

integration of their pornography use as a part of their psychological and behavioral patterns. 

Factor 1 should have its weakest relationship with the CPUI-Negative Affect subscale because 

those pornography users who score highly on Factor 1 should have habituated and integrated 

their use into their lives in a way that limits activation of negative emotions. The correlations 

between Factor 1 and the three subscales of the CPUI were statistically significant and revealed 

the expected pattern of strength and direction. As expected, Factor 1 had the strongest 

relationship with CPUI-Efforts (r = .521) and the weakest relationship with CPUI-Negative 

Affect (r = .199). See Table 4.5. 

Factor 2: Externalization. The second factor consists of seven items that assess to what 

degree pornography users believe that their pornography use has influenced their past, currently 

influences their present, and may influence their future relative to their personal relationships and 

their interpretation of life events. Factor 2 includes the two items that assess the degree to which 

pornography use has become a turning point in users’ life stories and a reference point for 

everyday inferences. The items assess the externalization of the users’ use (e.g., “My 

pornography use has permanently changed my life,” “I often think about the effects that my 

pornography use will have on my future,” “My pornography use has significantly impacted my 

daily life,” “If I had never used pornography, I would have had different relationships today,” 

“When I reflect on my future, I often think about my pornography use,” “My pornography use 
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has affected the way I think and feel about other experiences,” “I believe that people who use 

less pornography have a different way of looking upon themselves than I have”). This subscale 

has a high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .862). 

This factor is expected to be positively related with the HBI subscales because the HBI 

includes subscales that measure aspects of externalization of sexual behavior. Factor 2 should 

have its strongest relationship with HBI-Consequences, which is particularly focused on external 

impacts of sexual behavior. As expected, Factor 2 was positively related to three subscales of the 

HBI and had its strongest relationship with the HBI-Consequences subscale (see Table 4.5). 

The two factors address aspects of the relationship between pornography users’ 

perceptions of their identity, how they perceive their world and themselves, and their 

pornography use. During the factor analysis, four questions were eliminated due to cross-

loading. These included “My pornography use has permanently changed my life,” “If I were to 

weave a carpet of my life, my pornography use would be in the middle with threads going out to 

many other experiences,” “My pornography use makes my life different from the life of most 

people,” and “My pornography use has become a reference point for the way I look upon my 

future.” 

 

Table 4.5. Pearson rs, Means, and SDs   

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
(1) CES-P-Identity 1 .721** .480** .396** .603** .407** .521** .199** 

(2) CES-P-Externalization  1 .643** .436** .667** .557** .595** .425** 

(3) HBI- Control   1 .604** .768** .599** .487** .484** 

(4) HBI-Coping    1 .531** .366** .353** .227** 

(5) HBI-Consequences     1 .551** .578** .371** 

(6) CPUI-Compulsivity      1 .521** .199** 
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(7) CPUI-Efforts       1 .425** 

(8) CPUI-Negative Affect        1 
Mean 1.72 1.90 1.83 2.49 1.61 2.84 2.28 2.50 

SD 0.84 0.84 0.90 0.97 0.83 2.19 1.85 2.12 
 *Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed). 

** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed).  
  
 

 

Research Question 1 

The first research question sought to determine whether the CES-P maintained the factor 

structure of the original CES. This was not supported because the CES had only one factor and 

the CES-P analysis identified two unique but highly correlated factors (r = .721). 

Research Question 2 

The second research question sought to determine whether there is a positive correlation 

between levels of pornography use and scores on the CES-P. To determine significance in this 

relationship, several items were included in the study to understand participants’ pornography 

use. There were significant correlations between the two factors and these questions. The 

strongest correlations were found between each factor and how many hours a week the 

individual uses pornography (Identity at r = .276 and Externalization at r = .234). Additionally, 

frequency of masturbation per week (Identity at r = .235 and Externalization at r = .245) and 

frequency of masturbation multiple times in one day per week (Identity at r = .235 and 

Externalization at r = .245) both had statistically significant but relatively weak correlations with 

the two CES-P subscales (see Table 4.6). 
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Research Question 3 

The final research question sought to determine whether individuals who self-identify as 

religious score higher on the CES-P than nonreligious individuals. To measure this relationship, 

participants completed the Religious Commitment Inventory (RCI). There was a statistically 

significant correlation with both factors (Identity at r = .201 and Externalization at r = .322). As 

expected, individuals who scored higher on religiosity were more likely to score higher on each 

of the CES-P subscales. This supported the research hypothesis that religious pornography users 

would have higher scores on the CES-P than individuals who were less religious (see Table 4.6). 

 

 

Table 4.6. Pearson rs, Means, and SDs   

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
(1) CES-P-Identity 1 .721** .201** .201** .235** .276** 

(2) CES-P-Externalization  1 .322** .175** .245** .234** 

(3) RCI- Personal   1 -.010 -.019 .020** 

(4) How often do you masturbate 
multiple times in one day? 

   1 .672** .290** 

(5) How many times do you 
masturbate per week? 

    1 .464** 

(6) On average, how many times a 
week do you use pornography?  

     1 

Mean 1.72 1.90 1.87 1.10 3.95 2.51 
SD 0.84 0.84 1.08 1.07 3.81 3.79 
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Summary 

A sample of 497 adults who reported using pornography in the past month was used in 

this study. Principal axis factoring was conducted to answer the first research question: Does the 

CES-P maintain the factor structure of the original CES? Two factors emerged from this process: 

identity and externalization. Since the CES maintains a single factor and the CES-P emerged 

with two factors, the first hypothesis was not supported despite the two factors from the CES-P 

having a strong correlation with each other. 

A correlation analysis was conducted to answer the second question: Is there a positive 

correlation between levels of pornography use and scores on the CES-P? Hours of use per week, 

masturbation per week, and masturbation per day all correlated significantly with both factors, 

identity and externalization, in the CES-P. This relationship supports the hypothesis that 

participant scores on the CES-P are correlated with levels of pornography use. 

The final research question was, Do individuals who self-identify as religious score 

higher on the CES-P than nonreligious individuals? To determine the answer, the RCI was used 

to measure religious commitment and how this correlated with CES-P scores. The result was 

significant correlations with both identity and externalization factors. This supported the 

hypothesis that religious individuals would score higher on the CES-P than nonreligious users. 

However, these results demonstrated statistical significance in several ways and will be 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

This study is grounded in previous work that suggests that individuals’ interpretation of 

events in their lives can result in an integration of those events as core to their identity and a 

reference point for interpreting future experiences. Historically, this work has been applied to 

singular traumatic events or series of events that “change” a person going forward. The 

Centrality of Events Scale (CES) was designed to assess the degree to which traumatic events 

have become a part of a person’s identity (Bernstein & Rubin, 2006). In the research on 

hypersexuality and problematic pornography use, religious pornography users are much more 

likely to label themselves addicted (Grubbs et al., 2015). That is, it appears possible that some 

pornography users may integrate the idea of their use into their personal identity. The CES was 

modified to develop an instrument that could assess pornography use identification so that those 

treating individuals for problematic pornography use could better meet the needs of their clients. 

This study focused on identifying the latent factors of the CES-Pornography and assessing its 

reliability and validity. 

The previous chapter included the results of the data analysis. This chapter provides 

additional findings and their significance. This chapter also includes discussion of each of the 

three research questions investigated in the study. It also explains implications for practice, 

implications for counselor educators and supervisors, limitations of the study, and suggestions 

for future research. 

Summary of Findings and Implications 

Participants for this study were recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) in 

March 2018. A sample of 1,227 participants completed a survey that included the CES-P, RCI, 
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HBI, and CPUI. Of the participants who completed the survey, 497 were retained through data 

screening. The participants were between the ages of 18 and 77 years (M = 35.3, SD = 11.1) and 

most often male (55.7%), Caucasian (74.9%), married or had a life partner (41.9%), bachelor’s 

degree (38.1%), nondenominational Christian (15.2%) and employed (65.6%). This study 

included three research questions, which are further discussed below. 

Research Question 1 

The first research question sought to determine whether the CES-P maintained the same 

single-factor structure as the original CES. This was not supported because the CES-P analysis 

identified two unique but highly correlated factors (r = .721). The two factors that emerged were 

identity and externalization. These findings suggest that the CES-P may be an instrument that 

can bridge the gap between meaning making and identity with pornography use. Additionally, it 

can be placed in the literature on how other problematic behaviors can impact individuals’ 

identities and experiences. 

Research Question 2 

The second research question sought to determine whether there is a positive correlation 

between levels of pornography use and scores on the CES-P. This hypothesis was supported 

because there was a significant correlation between scores on pornography use and scores on the 

CES-P for the same participants. Despite the increase in research on identity formulation (Short 

et al., 2012) and the increase in research on pornography use (Kuss et al., 2014), there has not 

been any research that bridges the gap between the two. 

This study contributes to the greater body of knowledge within several domains. The first 

is in the area of pornography use. Recent research in problematic pornography use has helped 

explain that individuals’ beliefs about their pornography use are correlated (Exline et al., 2017; 
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Kvalem et al., 2014) but has not addressed the impact of those beliefs about pornography on 

individuals’ identities. Another domain is the area of identity formulation through self-perception 

and self-reflection. Individuals using pornography at a level they perceive as problematic often 

struggle with the internalization of their behaviors, especially religious users (Stack, Wasserman, 

& Kern, 2004). This internalization impacts their beliefs about themselves, as well as their self-

perceptions (Poulsen et al., 2013). This study provides support for how pornography using 

behaviors may be internalized by users, which then impacts their identity. The final domain is 

the externalization of their pornography use. Support for the internalization of an individual’s 

pornography use, as previously discussed, is thoroughly studied. However, the externalization of 

an individual’s use is not. There is no research into how pornography use can change users’ 

perceptions of their interactions with others, meaning making, and engagement in future 

relationships. The data demonstrate that there is a significant correlation between beliefs about 

behaviors and externalization in other areas of the users’ lives. 

Research Question 3 

The final research question sought to determine if individuals who self-identify as 

religious score higher on the CES-P than nonreligious individuals. This hypothesis was 

supported by the finding that religious pornography users tended to have higher scores on the 

CES-P, and nonreligious users tended to have lower scores on the CES-P. This was expected 

because the literature has demonstrated that religious individuals who use pornography are more 

likely to see themselves as addicted to pornography than nonreligious individuals (Thomas, 

2016; Abell et al., 2006; Grubbs et al., 2010; Kwee et al., 2007). It has also been observed that 

dysregulation with religious pornography users is common (Reid et al., 2014) and that they have 

higher rates of sexual shame (Volk et al., 2016). Also, religious individuals who use pornography 
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see their use as a defining factor in the way they navigate life and engage in social relationships 

(Arel, 2015; Kaufman, 1989). Through this support, it was hypothesized that religious users 

would score higher on the CES-P in both externalization and identity. This study not only adds to 

the literature on religious users of pornography but also adds a dimension that their use may 

impact their identity formulation and their perspective of relationships and meaning making. 

Limitations of the Study 

The first limitation to this study was the assumption that the CES measures the three 

domains that it suggests that it measures while being both a reliable and valid instrument. 

Despite the support in the literature, it remains an assumption that the CES measures these 

domains and has reliability and validity. A second assumption about the CES is that the 

subscales measure what they propose they measure. Although supported in the literature, this 

remains an assumption because the CES-P is an adaption of the original CES. 

The second limitation considered is the participants. The first part of this limitation is an 

assumption that the participants taking the survey have the cognitive ability to self-reflect on 

their experiences. It further assumes that they understand the questions and can formulate 

responses to the questions that articulate their experiences. Since the data are self-reported by the 

participants, their information could be reported inaccurately. The second limitation with the 

participants is that their report of their pornography use is based on their interpretation of 

pornography. The survey did not specify what constitutes pornography, so the participants 

defined what pornography is to them. This creates an assumption that the participants can 

identify their engagement in pornographic materials as pornography. A final limitation is the 

participants’ familiarity with using electronic devices and the Internet. Due to the increase of 

Internet pornography users, it is hypothesized that individuals who have the competency to find 
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and use MTurk would also have competency with other Internet-based activities. The frequency 

of their interactions with the Internet may increase their susceptibility to both an increase in 

pornography use and a higher potential for that use to be problematic compared to individuals 

who have limited access to the Internet and electronic devices. An additional facet to these 

participants is that the participants who completed the surveys had to have access to the Internet 

since MTurk requires Internet access. This requirement may have caused the sample to exclude 

individuals who use pornography through delivery methods other than online. Since the surveyed 

population does not include these individuals, it limits the reach in which pornography use can 

be understood on a more generalizable level. 

The next limitation of the study is the assumption that the other instruments in the study 

also measure what they state they measure. These include the HBI, the CPUI, and the RCI. These 

scales all have support for their reliability and validity in the literature, but, as with the CES, they 

remain assumptions and should be considered as such. 

Another assumption is in the use of Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) for data 

collection. As briefly discussed earlier, this limitation is based on the assumption that MTurk 

will provide a high-diversity sample of participants who use pornography. This sample may not 

be generalizable to all pornography users. Also, MTurk users have been reported to have lower 

self-esteem, lower emotional stability, and lower extraversion (Goodman, Cryder, & Cheema, 

2013). MTurk users are also typically younger and better educated (Paloacci et al., 2010) making 

them less representative of the overall population. Since MTurk users must have Internet access, 

this population may not include individuals in more impoverished situations because they may 

not have the same resources to access both the Internet and Internet pornography. 
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A final limitation is the CES-P. Having had no prior testing before this study, its validity 

and reliability were previously unknown. Because this is the first study including the CES-P, the 

scale’s validity and reliability, despite demonstrating strong data, include only one sample. 

Additional studies replicating this instrument are necessary to identify the strength of this scale 

further. 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

Future research should continue exploring the multiple facets revealed by this study. The 

first consideration is continued work with the CES-P and its continued validation through testing 

and additional studies. To achieve additional validation, the research should include conducting a 

confirmatory analysis and then an exploratory analysis to see if the two-factor structure is better. 

Further investigation should include more deeply examining religious populations, gender 

differences, and types of pornography users. An additional consideration should be increasing 

the focus on how identity and meaning making can be derived from a person’s behaviors. Self-

defining identity and meaning making through behaviors would have significant implications in 

the fields of behavioral sciences, psychology, and counseling. Based on this study’s findings, the 

correlation between the beliefs people have about themselves can be based on their behaviors, 

and those behaviors can bear significant influence on their meaning making (e.g., caring person, 

bad person, borderline, ADHD, etc.). This theory predicts significant effects in the pathological 

and cognitive processes that individuals engage in and the overall impact on their mental health, 

functioning, and quality of life. The theory also goes beyond pornography using behaviors and 

requires additional focus in future research to understand the magnitude of this correlation. 
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Clinical Implications 

For Counselors 

There are multiple areas in which this study has clinical implications for counselors. The 

first is the impact of behaviors on identity. While this study focused on the behaviors of an 

individual’s pornography use, additional considerations should be made for how other behaviors 

can impact the individual’s identity. Examples could be substance abusers, trauma survivors, or 

individuals with mental health diagnoses such as ADHD, bipolar disorder, or borderline 

personality disorder. This study’s findings have more implications for counselors than simply 

pornography use and identity. This study provides a foundation for additional considerations of 

how individuals see their behaviors as a definition of self. This study’s findings should be 

applied in clinical settings to promote self-actualization, an understanding of self, and the 

cognitive abilities of clients. 

The next area of consideration is with the theory of externalization. Counselors should 

consider that pornography use can impact not only the externalization and meaning making for 

clients but also their perceptions of how their behaviors have a deeper impact. Similar to identity, 

clients who struggle with the self-reflection of their behaviors may also be experiencing an 

impact on their meaning making with other relationships and areas of their life. This 

internalization is important to consider in clinical practice because this relationship may 

influence more than just current functioning with clients. It may also cause long-term and 

consistent dysregulation. This influence provides a barrier not only in which treatment can be 

successfully implemented, but also in how it can be sustained after treatment is over. 

The next area of consideration of clinical implication is for treating individuals with 

pornography use. Since there is no current diagnosis associated with problematic pornography 
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use in the DSM, the training and development of how to treat it remain in their early phases of 

development. Therefore, there is no evidenced-based model treating problematic pornography 

use. Due to this lack of support through the DSM, the treatment of pornography use and 

pornography addiction is managed in multiple ways that may be ineffective or unethical. 

Additional research on the impact of problematic pornography use should be investigated so that 

better treatment modalities can be developed. The results of this study could inform the 

development of treatment modalities through correlating the impact of pornography use and 

other behaviors on the individual preventing treatment interventions from being sustainable. In 

addition, this study can provide additional clinical support for counselors who may feel 

inadequate with how to address problematic pornography use.  

A final area of consideration for counselors is with religious populations. Research has 

shown that religious individuals who use pornography have higher levels of dysfunction 

(Chisholm & Gall, 2015; Gilliland, South, Carpenter, & Hardy, 2011). Counselors should be 

mindful that this relationship exists and can cause additional barriers to successful treatment. 

This study’s findings support the theory that religious individuals may have additional 

dysfunction due to their pornography use and that greater influence on identity and 

externalization may be seen in clinical and counseling settings. 

For Counselor Educators and Supervisors 

Clinical implications for counselor educators and supervisors include providing education 

in the previously discussed areas. Implications also include the education and elaboration of 

counselors’ understanding of this study’s findings. Counselor educators and supervisors should 

understand how identity and externalization can be impacted by the individual’s behaviors, 

especially with pornography use. Emphasizing the growing problem of pornography use is 
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becoming more essential due to the prevalence of the issues in clinical settings. It is also 

important to emphasize supervision that can nurture an understanding of this study’s findings so 

that counselors can recognize, comprehend, and treat this concerning and growing issue. 

This study also informs supervisors of the parallel processing that their supervisees may 

experience regarding behaviors. Implications for this could be found through the supervisees’ 

professional identity in how they perceive their abilities as a counselor, their interactions with 

their clients, and their behaviors as a counselor. Additionally, the values of the supervisor, or the 

counselor, could impede their perception of the individuals pornography use. As suggested 

through this study the perception of pornography use can be influenced through religious beliefs 

with the same influence being on religious supervisors and counselors. Transference of values, as 

well as the perception of when a client’s pornography use is problematic, may be observed in 

more religious supervisors and counselors with their clients and therefore, influence treatment 

and outcomes.  

Summary of Chapter 

This chapter presented a summary of the findings, clinical implications, study limitations, 

and recommendations for future research. There were three main findings. First, the CES-P has a 

two-factor structure, which is different from the original one-factor CES. Second, there was a 

correlation between pornography use and scores on the CES-P. Third, there was a statistically 

significant correlation with both factors (Identity at r = .201 and Externalization at r = .322), and, 

as expected, individuals who scored higher on religiosity were more likely to score higher on 

each of the CES-P subscales. Potential areas for future research include further validation of the 

CES-P through additional testing, using this scale with other populations, further examination 

with other demographics, and the inclusion of additional variables. The findings from this study 
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inform counselors on the impact that pornography using behaviors have on the user’s identity 

and externalization through meaning making. The findings also provide counselor educators with 

the ability to prepare students, have informed supervision, and provide education regarding the 

influences of problematic pornography use. 

Summary of Study 

The investigation into the literature about pornography use, identity, and meaning making 

provided no connection between the three constructs, reflecting a gap in research. The 

modification of the CES to the CES-P allowed for a way to measure this impact. Through this 

study, there was an observable influence between the two factors that came out of the 

development of the CES-P, identity and externalization. This study also found support for a 

correlation between religiosity of individuals who use pornography and their scores on the CES-

P. The results of this study provide support for the theory that people’s behaviors, specifically 

their pornography using behaviors, can affect their identity and meaning making. 

This study recruited participants through MTurk, and of the 1,227 participants, 497 were 

kept after screening. Factor analysis found that the CES-P had two factors, identity and 

externalization, which differed from the single-factor CES. It was further discovered that there 

was a correlation between participants’ pornography use and their scores on the CES-P. Finally, 

it was found that religious participants had higher scores on the CES-P than nonreligious 

participants. The CES-P has potential to increase the larger body of knowledge about identity, 

meaning making, and pornography use. 
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Appendix B 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

1. Gender:  

_____ Female  _____ Male  _____ Other, Please specify: ______________ 

 

2. Age: __________ 

 

3. Ethnicity:  

_____ Multi-ethnic/racial  _____ Native American   _____ African American     

_____ Asian American  _____ Caucasian/Euro-American      

_____ Hispanic or Latin American   _____ Other, Please specify: ____________ 

 

4. Educational Background—Highest level of school completed:  
_____ Less than 7 years  
_____ Junior high school  
_____ Partial high school (10-11th grade)  
_____ High school graduation  
_____ Partial college/post high school training (1 year or more) 
_____ Standard college graduation  
_____ Graduate/professional degree  
 

5. Employment Status—Current employment status:  

_____ Employed full-time _____ Employed part-time  _____ Full-time homemaker   

_____ Retired    _____ School/ Student   _____ Unemployed      

_____ Other, Please specify: ____________  

 

6. Annual Income—Approximate annual, gross household income:         

____less than $25,000  ____$50,001-$75,000   ____$100,001-$130,000 

____$25,001-$50,000  ____$75,001-$100,000  ____more than $130,000  

 

7. Religious Preference—Religious preference:  

_____ Buddhist  _____ Islamic   _____ Hindu  _____ Christian/Catholic      

_____ Christian/Non-denominational  _____ Christian/Protestant                

_____ Atheist  _____ Agnostic  _____ Other, Please specify: ___________________ 
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Appendix C 

GLOBAL RELIGIOUSNESS 

 

1. How often do you attend religious services?  
_____ Never      _____ 2-3 times a month  
_____ Less than once a year    _____ Nearly every week  
_____ Once a year     _____ Every week 
_____ Several times a year   _____ More than once a week 
 _____ Once a month  

 

2. About how often do you pray? 
_____ Never      _____ Several times a week 
_____ Less than once a week   _____ Once a day 
_____ Once a week     _____ Several times a day  
 
3. To what extent do you consider yourself a religious person? 
_____ Not religious at all    _____ Moderately religious       
_____ Slightly religious    _____ Very religious  

 

4. To what extent do you consider yourself a spiritual person?  
_____ Not spiritual at all    _____ Moderately spiritual       
_____ Slightly spiritual    _____ Very spiritual  
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Appendix D 

BELIEF IN GOD 

Directions: Select one statement.  

Which of these statements comes closest to expressing what you believe about God?  

_____ I don’t believe in God. 

_____ I don’t know whether there is a God and I don’t believe there is any way to find out. 

_____ I don’t believe in a personal God, but I do believe in a Higher Power of some kind. 

_____ I find myself believing in God some of the time but not at others. 

_____ While I have doubts, I feel that I do believe in God. 

_____ I know God really exists, and I have no doubts about it. 
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Appendix E 

Informed Consent 

 

You are invited to be in a research survey which is a study about 

the Impact of Family-of-Origin Experience, Spirituality, Sexual 

Behavior, Sexual Attitudes, Relationships, and attitudes about 

pornography. As compensation, one dollar will be made 

available to participants who complete it. We ask that you read 

this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing 

to participate in the survey. You have received the opportunity 

to participate in this survey through your arrangement with 

Amazon Mechanical Turk. 

 

Confidentiality  

 

The records of this study will be kept private and anonymous. 

We are asking for your honest response to all the questions. 

Research records will be stored securely and only researchers 

will have access to the records. Publications from this research 

study will only report on statistical information as no personal 

information will be requested from you.  

 

Contacts and questions  

 

The researcher conducting this study is Fred Volk. Please feel 

free to send the questions to fvolk@liberty.edu. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


