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‘Everywhere they say that it’s harmful but they don’t say 
how, so I’m asking here’: young people, pornography and 
negotiations with notions of risk and harm

Sanna Spišák

Department of Media Studies, Turku University, Turku, Finland

In Finland, as elsewhere in Western countries, public debate about the dangers of pornogra-
phy and the sexual practices of adolescents has taken on new urgency due to wider Internet 
access and the development of smart phones. Over the past decade, there have been reports 
that Finnish young people are being harmed, traumatised and sexualised by the media. The 
consumption of pornography by minors has, for example, been associated with visual har-
assment and visual violence in terms of the harmful effects it is seen to engender (Martsola 
and Mäkelä-Rönnholm 2006; Näre 2006; Niemi 2011).

Notions of risk and harm are often present in discussions about young people as consum-
ers of pornography; risk being an issue of potential danger while harm signifies something 
that is experienced as damaging and unwanted (cf. Livingstone et al. 2011, 14–15). Press 

ABSTRACT
Debate about pornography and minors has mainly centred on 
questions of control, regulation and media policy; the urge to protect 
children from dangers of sexually explicit content being the primary 
motivator of these conversations. Instead of discussing the use of 
pornography by minors in the light of relevant research findings, 
public discourse on these issues is more usually shaped by views of 
sexual cultures as inherently dangerous to minors, and young people 
as vulnerable, easily harmed, and endangered by the media. This 
paper builds on data consisting of 4212 questions about sexuality 
that were sent by young people in Finland to experts on sexual 
health. Only 64 (1.5%) of these contributions explicitly focused on 
pornography. The small number of porn-related submissions suggests 
that for young people there are other more important concerns in 
the field of sexuality than pornography, on which adult guidance 
is sought. This paper argues that young people’s perceptions of 
pornography are more diverse than is typically assumed in public 
debate. Young people challenge risk talk by constantly referring to 
the vagueness of the alleged harm that characterises the discourse 
of danger that can be found in much public discussion. According 
to the findings of this study, blurry notions of harm bother young 
people more than the actual pornographic content they encounter.
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2    S. Spišák

coverage of the issue focuses public attention repeatedly on the risks. A quick glance at 
Finnish online news items about minors and pornography exemplifies the discourse used 
when debating the subject. According to these items, ‘Finnish children are the risk users 
of the Internet’ (Helsingin Sanomat 2013), they ‘see pornography on their way to school’ 
(Turun Sanomat 2013), they ‘stare at Internet porn’ (Hirvonen 2013) and become ‘distressed’ 
(Pelkonen 2013) and are ‘shocked’ (Kouvolan Sanomat 2013) by it. What seems to worry the 
experts (i.e. educators, psychologists, health care professionals and so on) working with 
children most is that pornography will ‘distort children’s perception of sex’ (Uusi Suomi 2012), 
‘encourage them to participate in risky sexual behaviour and cause lifelong inhibitions and 
problems of self-consciousness’ (Rytkönen 2013). In addition, the news items describe ‘a 
whole generation of porn-addicted boys growing in Finland’ (Kammonen 2013), while chil-
dren in elementary school are pondering ‘whether to play catch or watch porn during breaks’ 
(Merikallio 2014). Overall, the news items examined briefly above portray Finnish children as 
the traumatised victims of pornography who need special protection and whose ‘access to 
the inappropriate content online must be prevented with the help of technical tools’ (Uusi 
Suomi 2013) and ‘firmer legislation for the Internet and social media’ (Linnanmäki 2013).

The core of this debate is not new since the media has often been portrayed as a threat 
to those considered most vulnerable or impressionable (see, e.g. Postman [1982] 1994 on 
television and Douglas 1980 on romance). The presence of pornographic imagery in the 
media has, now and again, generated public concern specifically as regards their supposed 
ill effects on young audiences (Dines, Jensen, and Russo 1998; Paul 2005; Aucoin 2006; 
American Psychological Association 2007; Dines 2010; Papadopoulos 2010). Adolescents 
and their sexuality are subject to an intensive scrutiny that situates them in need of adults’ 
protective intervention.

Interestingly, while media debate is mostly characterised in terms of pornography’s poten-
tial harmful impact particularly on people under 18, it is still the case that empirical research 
on adolescents and pornography is relatively rare (Helsper 2005). For obvious ethical reasons, 
understanding of how minors themselves experience pornography is exceptionally poor. 
As Attwood and Smith (2011, 236) note: ‘Research in this area is fraught with difficulties 
because of entrenched cultural taboos on speaking about sex that feel particularly intense 
in the current context of fear and anxiety’.

Despite the clamour of public debate about minors and porn consumption, very little 
is known about the experiences and understandings of Finnish adolescents in relation to 
pornography (for notable exceptions, see Anttila 2012; Rinkinen et al. 2012). This paper builds 
on data consisting of 4212 questions about sexuality, sex and sexual health that were sent 
by Finnish adolescents to experts in sexual health between 2013 and 2014. These questions 
were submitted to four different online services targeted at teenagers and young people 
in their 20s that are well known and frequently visited by adolescents. Three of these ser-
vices are maintained by non-governmental non-profit organisations working in the fields 
of family, youth and health1 and one by a commercial actor in journalism.2 The services in 
question offer inclusive and comprehensive health and sexuality information and help of 
various kinds: in the form of online static content such as sexuality, health and relationship 
articles, guides and factsheets, and interactive content such as message boards, chats, and 
online sexual health clinics. In addition, these services encourage young people to contact 
health care professionals anonymously if they have questions related to (sexual) health. Each 
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Sex Education    3

of these services operates moderated question and answer forums where young people’s 
questions are published anonymously and answered by a trained sexual health counsellor.

Of the 4212 questions gathered through these services, it was a great surprise to  
discover that only 64 (merely 1, 5%) were explicitly related to pornography. The small  
number of submissions related to pornography indicate that for young people, there are 
other more important concerns in the field of sex and sexuality than pornography, for which 
they seek an adults’ guidance. Indeed, physical changes in the body during puberty and what 
is considered ‘normal’ development in a physical and sexual context are the most frequently 
asked questions. Other topics of interest are sexual orientation, pregnancy, sexually trans-
mitted infections and relationships (cf. Rinkinen 2012). Given the significantly low number 
of porn-related questions sent to the services, the public risk talk referred to above seems 
disproportionate.

Young people’s questions about pornography generally took the form of elaborate discus-
sion openers, which engaged with several, partly overlapping themes. Following a thematic 
analysis of these porn-related questions, it was possible to identify two themes that appeared 
throughout the data and which are the focus of this paper: (1) challenging risk talk and its 
notions of risk and harm associated with porn consumption by minors (55%), and (2) nego-
tiation with the law and other set of rules governing sexuality (23%). Since the data were 
collected from online advice and support services on sexual health, it is important to bear 
in mind that the questions young people have sent in about pornography may represent 
more problem-oriented views than Finnish young people in general have with regard to 
porn. The data also do not support generalisation about young people and pornography 
in Finland, but rather provide snapshots of subjectively experienced early encounters with 
pornography in relation to public debate about minors as consumers of porn.

Contextual and ethical considerations

By way of context, some 89% of Finnish 12-year-olds use the Internet on a weekly basis 
via computers, smart phones or tablets (Suoninen 2013). The numbers are slightly higher 
among older age groups. Among the population aged 16–24 years, 99% use the Internet 
on a weekly basis and 89% are online several times a day (OSF 2014a). Globally favoured 
social media platforms (i.e. WhatsApp, YouTube, Instagram, Facebook, Tumblr and Ask.fm) 
are frequently used by Finnish young people. In addition to this, young people spend time 
online using local video on-demand services, listening to music, gaming and talking with 
friends while also forming new acquaintances (Noppari 2014).

According to OSF (2014b), 74% of the population aged 16–24 years report having used 
the Internet to access health information. Finnish young people aged 14 and older report 
engaging with sex information online as well. In addition to seeking out information targeted 
specifically at young people, they explore sexually explicit materials as well (THL 2014). In 
a sense, therefore, online resources function as extensions of the public sexual health care 
services offered to minors, informal modes of sexual education and sites to satisfy curiosity. 
As such, they may increase confidence in relation to sexual practices and sexual experiences, 
as well as facilitate masturbation (see also Attwood 2005; Bale 2011).

With regards to the ethics of the study, I personally contacted and met the representatives 
of Sexpo, the Family Federation of Finland, e-Talo and Demi magazine in order to obtain 
ethical clearance from each of the services to use the submissions sent in by young people 
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4    S. Spišák

as data for my research. One of my aims was to create an open and fruitful partnership 
with the organisations in question, in order to make sure that the results of the study could 
be utilised, for example, in the development of new sex education materials and sexuality 
health services.

The data obtained from the services were fully anonymised. I did not have access to any 
personal information through which it might have been possible to identify the person who 
had sent a particular question. Furthermore, young people cannot be identified from the use 
of the citations in this paper e.g. via online searches due to lack of personal information and 
translation. The questions were originally submitted to be published online. Because of this 
and the lack of personal contact information, informed consent to participate in the study 
was not directly obtained. However, the use of the data in this paper has been approved by 
the organisations in question and by the University of Turku ethics board.

Besides anonymisation, the data were otherwise ‘raw’ and no other modifications (e.g. 
grammar corrections, edits or deletions) were made. Although something is always lost in 
translation, I have tried to respect the tone and nuances of each submission when translating 
the citations used in this paper. Since some of the services in question do not ask young 
people to provide any personal information when submitting questions to experts, several 
citations in this article do not contain background information of the questioner such as 
age and gender identification.

Findings

Challenging notions of risk and harm

Parents, as well as some professionals working with youth, health and educational agencies 
and law enforcement, have expressed concern based on the perceived increase in young 
people’s engagement with pornography and sexual cultures online. Coming into contact 
with pornography is commonplace, one reason being that pornographic content is now 
more prominently available, not only in the minority media, but also in mainstream culture 
(Paasonen, Nikunen, and Saarenmaa 2007; Attwood 2009). A recent Finnish School Health 
Promotion (SHP) study3 found that among 14–16-year-olds, 74% of boys and 22% of girls 
had watched pornography online (THL 2014).4 The EU Kids Online project found that 37% 
of Finnish children between the ages of 11 and 16 have seen sexually explicit material both 
online and offline; these figures being higher than average within the European Union 
(33%) (Kupiainen 2013). Ultimately, however, quantitative studies tell us very little about 
the meanings that online sexual practices carry, and how viewers ‘make sense’ of the online 
sexual activities with which they engage. It is still the case as Mulholland (2013, 9) argues 
that research on pornography and young people remains quantitative on the whole and 
focuses primarily on issues of exposure (for exceptions, see Knudsen, Löfgren-Mårtenson, 
and Månsson 2007; Rinkinen et al. 2012; Mulholland 2013).

It is clear from the thematic analysis of data in this study that young people are not 
unaware of notions of risk and harm associated with early pornography consumption. In 
55% (n = 35) porn-related submissions, young people express concern about the role of 
pornography as something that can – judged by comments made by parents, educators, 
and other experts – potentially cause harm and damage. However, young people frequently 
describe the vagueness of the risk talk and alleged harm, as the citations below demonstrate:
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Sex Education    5

I would like to know that is it normal to watch porn with my mates from time to time? Or do me 
and my mates have some sort of a problem? (Boy, 13)

Could porn cause physical damage to teenagers? And why are porn videos forbidden for minors? 
(Boy, 16)

How does porn negatively affect a young person? Or does it leave some sort of traces without 
one noticing them?

Hi! I’m a 13-year-old boy and I masturbate while watching porn online. So is this ok or is my 
behavior abnormal? And does masturbation have an effect to physical development? (Boy, 13)

Everywhere they say that it’s harmful but they don’t say how, so I’m asking about it here.

Young people seek to challenge such risk talk by constantly referring to the vagueness of the 
alleged harm that characterises the dominant discourse of danger in public discussion. The 
data demonstrates that young people insist on more detailed and case-sensitive comprehen-
sion of effects of porn consumption that are considered as harmful. Based on findings from 
this study, blurry notions of harm baffle young people more than the actual pornographic 
content they encounter. In other words, very few of the young people who contact sexual 
health experts experience porn itself as harmful. Rather, it is the risk talk that is experienced 
as unsettling. Such risk talk and notions of harm operate as lessons of ‘appropriate’ attitude 
towards pornography, requiring that young people acquire the position of ‘victim’ or ‘dam-
aged’, even if this does not fit with their own experiences.

I have again watched porn videos and I love to watch them. But after a while I feel ashamed.

Disproportionate and unperceptive risk talk that does not differentiate between short-term 
and lasting experiences of perceived inconvenience, such as feelings of disgust, guilt, being 
ashamed or depressed, remains blind both towards young people’s ambivalent attitudes to 
sex and also their positive sexual experiences. It also excludes the voices of adolescents by 
only referencing professionals working with youth, health and educational agencies, and 
law enforcement as authorities of young people’s sexual cultures.

In her work, Mulholland (2013, 67) has addressed ‘the privileged expert voice’, a small pool 
of professionals mainly from the child protection movement, who establish themselves as 
advocates of children and young people who stress the connection between pornification 
and harm (cf. Egan and Hawkes 2010). While there is a growing demand for participatory 
actions by young people in societal decision-making in Finland, young people’s voice and 
experiences in sexual matters are largely effaced. The potential carried by young people’s 
sexual agency, and the ways in which they negotiate the ever-shifting boundaries of sexu-
ality and gender, tends to be bypassed unless these experiences fit within the narrative of 
‘harmed by porn’.

However, it is also important to note that some young people are clearly disturbed by 
pornographic content encountered online – although rather than being ‘exposed’ to it, they 
have often sought it out intentionally. Of the total of 4212 questions analysed, 64 submissions 
were strictly about pornography, and only 4 of these (less than 0.5%) explicitly described 
porn or acts seen in porn as disturbing and as having caused unwanted effects.

In sixth grade [i.e. at age 12], I saw animal porn for the first time in one movie about teen sex. I 
thought it was disgusting. I have an extremely vivid imagination. Once I was masturbating and 
this scene from the movie came to my mind. I didn’t get off on the fact that there was an animal 
but from the fact that the situation itself was sexual. Similar occasions started to occur more and 
more … . I have cried myself to sleep every night, had nightmares etc. I told my parents about 
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6    S. Spišák

it but they really didn’t understand, but I have been talking about this. I’m still feeling anxious. 
Have I screwed up my whole life? What should I do? I hope you can answer quickly and thanks 
in advance! This is causing so much anxiety, guilt and self-loathing. (Girl, 13)

Hi! I’m a 13-year-old girl and I regret so terribly that I have watched porn. It turns me on and I like 
to watch it when I masturbate. Sometimes I get a feeling that I must relax and have an orgasm if 
I feel bad, and by watching porn this is achieved swiftly. Anyhow, I want to stop watching porn. 
I feel myself so filthy and abnormal and I think I’m ruining my future by doing so. I think I’m not 
anyhow traumatised by porn although I’m thinking about those things quite often. But what if 
my sexuality is already completely twisted? What if I can’t have sex like a normal person? I would 
like to talk about so many things but I don’t want to tell anyone because I feel myself so horrible 
person because of this. I’m so ‘good’ that none of my family members could ever think I have 
watched porn. I cry often because of this. And my question was that how can I stop watching 
porn and do I have to tell about this to somebody I know? (Girl, 13)

Hi! I’m a 16-years-old gay guy. I’m watching porn from time to time, but recently I’ve been 
watching it every second day. I fear that I am getting addicted to it and that my impression of 
sex is getting twisted or something. I feel so guilty and I have a bad conscience after watching 
it. I’m afraid that my personality is changing and that my way of thinking is getting harmful for 
myself. I’m aware that the things I see on porn sites are not true and some of the stuff is making 
me feel disgusted, but I’m scared, nevertheless. I promise myself every time that I won’t watch 
porn ever again but then I slip again and again. I should stop watching it, since I’m not completely 
satisfied with watching those images, but it’s so hard. (Boy, 16)

The citations above demonstrate how the risk talk materialises in young people’s thoughts. 
Feelings of ‘filthiness’ and ‘abnormality’, ‘twisted impressions of sex’, ‘changes in personality’, 
and ‘harmful ways of thinking’ are all familiar and widely circulated concepts in risk talk with 
regards to pornography consumption. Without denying the feelings of the young people 
themselves, one might ask to what extent has the narrative of ‘harmed by porn’ been adopted 
from public risk talk. It is important to note, however, that the young people cited above 
adopt a highly analytic and intellectual attitude towards pornography when evaluating the 
relationship between representation and reality. They have also had skills and resources to 
seek help for their problems in relation to porn consumption they feel has got out of hand.

When addressing risks and harm in relation to pornography consumption, it is important 
to bear in mind that risks do not automatically materialise themselves as harm, as shown in 
EU Kids Online study (Livingstone et al. 2013, 2), which found that among Finnish children 
who had seen sexual images online, 20% of them reported they were bothered or upset by 
this experience. 9–10-year-olds were less likely to have seen such images but more likely 
to have been bothered or upset by them. (Kupiainen 2013) What we do not know from this 
study is the intensity of the feelings of being bothered or upset by the experience of seeing 
sexual images online. As Sonia Livingstone (2003, 157) explains:

Link between risks, incidents and actual harm is genuinely tenuous: not all risks taken result in 
worrying incidents, not all worrying incidents result in actual or lasting harm. – Hence, while 
remaining critical of the ways in which questions of harm are framed in public and policy dis-
courses, this issue must be reframed so as to remain firmly on the research agenda.

Moreover, young people’s own accounts of pornography challenge unbalanced and one-
sided risk talk by referring to diverse scenarios that are experienced as unsettling by minors 
themselves in relation to porn consumption:

Hi, I’m a 12-year-old girl and I have been wondering a couple of things. Does vaginal sex hurt 
as I have gotten this kind of impression from porn? – And when I was caught masturbating by 
my mother, she called me a perv. (Girl, 12)
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I know this is off topic, but how can I clear the site history from porn sites? It so wouldn’t be fun 
if my dad found out where I have visited.

I’m a boy, 14-years old, and I found porn on my mum’s phone. What should I do???? (Boy, 14)

And then there’s another thing I wanted to ask and what concerns me a great deal. When I 
had been in a relationship with my boyfriend a couple of months I told him I don’t like porn at 
all and he swore he hadn’t been watching it for few months. I left it to it. When the half-a-year 
anniversary came I found out that all that time he had been watching porn because of those 
women. I really don’t feel myself as pretty and sexy with him, compared to those perfect women 
in porn. Every image or tv programme that shows some female nudity feels offensive to me. 
I think that he watches other women all the time although in reality he doesn’t do that and 
otherwise he is so cute < 3. (Girl, 14)

As the citations above demonstrate, context definitely matters as porn may be experienced as 
‘disturbing’ when it infiltrates into a young person’s life in an unwanted manner, for example, 
through personal relationships.

From pornography to pornographies

In addition to being interested in the impacts of pornography, young people report expe-
riences with a wide variety of pornography. They also make sense of different generic and 
representational conventions, as the following citations demonstrate:

What is ruled in as porn? Is, for example, stripping porn? (Boy, 14)

What does soft-core porn mean and is it harmful?

Why do I seem to get off on porn with real people in it more than when watching some anime/
hentai porn? Another question is that why doesn’t anime/hentai porn feel as ‘bad’ as porn with 
real people? (Girl, 15)

There’s one thing I wonder. I have thought that I like girls, but then I went on the Internet and 
saw Japanese comic gay porn (yaoi) and I suddenly I got a hard-on. Why?! (Boy, 13)

Pornography itself remains an elusive concept (Amoroso and Brown 1973; Kohut 2014). 
There is a lack of clarity whether the term ‘pornography’ should entail only representations 
with explicit depictions of sexual acts (e.g. Hald and Malamuth 2008), should include any 
nudity and simulated sexual behaviour (e.g. Zillmann 2000) or should any materials that 
have a capacity to result in sexual arousal (Malamuth and Huppin 2005). Public debate on 
young people and pornography does not usually differentiate between different kinds of 
pornographies, different sets of sexual imageries and varieties of generic convention. The 
inconsistency in conceptualisations of pornography is striking. What counts as pornogra-
phy changes over time and varies among specific groups of people. According to the data, 
young people seem aware of different pornographic subgenres, representational conven-
tions and aesthetics. Consequently, it is important to examine the kinds of pornographies 
minors consume and the feelings and experiences they link to encounters with different 
representational conventions.

The data demonstrate that young people understand that pornographic material has 
been classified as inappropriate for minors. In Finland, pornographic texts do not have an 
age limit classification, pornographic magazines sold in stores and kiosks are rated R 15 
and pornographic audiovisual programmes are rated R 18. Contemporary media and sex 
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8    S. Spišák

education underline age limits in tandem with other laws and regulations governing sexual-
ity, and young people engage with these sets of rules in their questions about pornography:

I read that the age limit of porn magazines is 15 in Finland. I turned fifteen 17 days ago and I was 
wondering if this is true. I’m not sure if I’m going to buy but I’m just asking. (Boy, 15)

Why are porn magazines sold to minors (15-year olds) because it’s to the same degree porn as 
the videos? (Girl, 16)

If one is 15, can one watch porn pictures from the web because one can buy and read porn 
magazines in that age?

It seems that the different age limits for materials considered pornographic are confusing 
to young people. Unlike the Act on Audiovisual Programmes, young people do not seem to 
draw distinctions between textual, visual or audiovisual pornographic material. For them, 
porn is porn, independent of the media format. The criteria and grounds behind age limit 
classifications could usefully be clarified for young people. The criteria, for example, could 
function as a tool for generating discussion in classroom concerning the grounds for different 
age limits with regards to sexual content.

Young people reflect on the age limits of pornography also in relation to other regulations 
and restrictions concerning sexuality, such as the age of consent, which is 16 in Finland. 
They are also concerned whether their consumption of sexual content online is breaking 
the criminal code:

Hi! I wanna ask why is not allowed to watch porn when one is over 16 when you can have sex 
with anybody you want (except with teachers or coaches). And is it then so that if one is recording 
oneself having sex when 16, one can watch that video when one is 18? (Girl, 16)Is it illegal to 
engage in (video) sex chats where one is also giving a tip? Help! Does one dare to do anything 
online anymore? Where should one draw the line?

In the above accounts, young people endeavour to negotiate with different laws and regula-
tions concerning sexuality. They also try to make sense of these different sets of rules, weighing 
them up critically, seeking grounds for them, arguing against them and resisting them by 
intentionally going against the regulations. Thus, young people’s lived often ambiguous and 
contradictory experiences and thoughts about sexual content, and the laws and regulations 
concerning sexuality and sexual content in the media, function as a rich resource for contem-
porary sex education, both in school and at home. In the context of formal sex education, 
experiences of pornographic content provide possibilities for discussion, and the classroom 
can offer a forum for debate. This is not to say that pornographic representations per se 
should be used as a tool in media and sex education but that young people’s understandings 
of porn can be a rich resource for creating new material and improving existing educational 
materials to better respond to young people’s needs when navigating sexual content online.

Conclusion

Because of the Internet, young people’s sexuality and their access to sexual content have 
become visible to adults in a way that was not so in the recent past. This has, among other 
things, generated panic around young people’s sexual practices and sexual cultures. Kendrick 
(1996) identifies ‘the young person’ as the most persistent rhetorical and tactical tool to legit-
imise the focus on harm in order to protect those who are considered damaged by exposure 
to sexual material. Panic about minors as audiences and consumers of pornography appears 
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Sex Education    9

to reflect broader anxieties about the changing nature of childhood and sexuality. As argued 
by Egan and Hawkes (2010) and also by Vänskä (2011), the connection between childhood 
and conception of sexual dormancy is a historical construction that portrays children as 
‘asexual’ and ‘innocent’ until they reach a developmentally appropriate age of sexual matu-
rity. However, as Buckingham and Bragg (2004, 4) reason, it is not so much that minors have 
suddenly become sexual because of the sexualised contemporary culture. Rather, adults are 
forced to recognise the fact that minors always have been sexual and that it is impossible to 
insulate them against things sexual.

As the data from this study illustrates, it would seem appropriate for young people to 
be offered a basic understanding of the research to date on the impact of pornography on 
minors instead of providing them with disproportionate speculation and blurry notions of 
harm. As Tsaliki (2011) points out, the evidence to date is inconclusive and research tends 
not to find conclusive evidence of harm in relation to young people’s encounters with por-
nography. Moreover, as Buckingham and Bragg (2004, 10) argue, research on the impact of 
different kinds of media content on young people is comparatively limited:

It focuses almost entirely on negative effects; it relies on simplistic assumptions about the rela-
tionships between media use, attitudes and behaviour; it fails to explain why effects arise in 
some cases and not others; it isolates media use from other social variables, or accounts for those 
variables in unduly simplistic ways; it does not adequately consider how people relate media 
to other sources of information; and it tends to oversimplify complex questions to do with the 
meanings and pleasures people derive from the media.

As several studies (Flood 2007; Wolak, Mitchell, and Finkelhor 2007; Brown and L’Engle 2009; 
Livingstone et al. 2011) indicate, contemporary youth are well acquainted with pornogra-
phy. Young people live in a world where pornography and a commercial market organised 
around sexuality hold sway (Johansson and Hammarén 2007, 58). Thus, concern with respect 
to the media’s role as a powerful sexual educator is not completely unjustified. The crucial 
question, as Mulholland (2013) argues, at the core of the debate on pornography and youth 
is what happens to sexuality when things deemed obscene and illicit are so effortlessly and 
abundantly accessible. What is often forgotten, though, is that young people are active and 
critical agents in relation to media (see Buckingham and Bragg 2004).

Broadly speaking, the data demonstrate that young people understand that sexually 
explicit images they are consuming may potentially hold harmful consequences. They are 
aware of media regulation in relation to pornography such as audiovisual classification, but 
reserve the right to make their own judgement as ‘competent’ consumers (see also Staksrud 
and Livingstone 2009). They also challenge risk talk by addressing blurry notions of harm that 
characterise the discourse of danger in public discussion. According to the data from studies 
such as this, risk talk puzzles young people more than the actual pornographic content they 
have encountered. In addition, things that baffle young people in porn are significantly more 
diverse than those highlighted in public risk talk.

As this paper argues, young people’s perceptions of pornography are more complex and 
nuanced than public debates typically assume. Research on young people and pornography 
would benefit from a more context-sensitive approach, in which the risks and potential 
harm are more carefully examined. There is a particular need for groundwork that offers 
insights into how interpretations of sexually explicit media and pornography intersect with, 
for example, young people’s age, class, ethnicity, gender identification, and sexual identifi-
cation, and how these interpretations operate within peer groups, across generations and 
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within specific groups of people. It is important too to analyse the contextual specificities of 
young people’s encounters with pornography in order to make greater sense of their lived 
experiences. Such contextualisation will also help in the analysis of existing data on minors 
and pornography. The trends and relationships found in quantitative research to date help in 
identifying general trends but are less helpful in tackling individual choices and experiences 
connected to porn consumption.

This paper has aimed at opening a fruitful new perspectives on discussion connected to 
porn consumption among minors – a topic often impregnated with a discourse of danger 
and notions of risk and harm. It has offered insights into how young people negotiate por-
nography and the public debate about minors as the audiences and consumers of porn. 
Acknowledging young people’s own accounts of their sexual experiences is important in 
creating a cultural space in which to explore the sexual agency of adolescents. It is justified 
to prevent small children from being exposed to pornography. However, older children, who 
already understand what sex is and who receive sex education, need diversity-embracing, 
safe environments in which to discuss sex, sexuality and pornography. This will provide them 
with a sound foundation when experimenting with media and sexual practices online, in 
order to develop their own sexuality as a rich and rewarding part of life.

Notes

1. � Sexpo organisation’s website for young people http://www.sexpo.fi/nuorille/, the Family 
Federation of Finland’s website for young people http://www.vaestoliitto.fi/nuoret/ and E-talo 
website for girls and boys http://www.e-talo.fi/.

2. � Demi magazine’s ‘Ask The Expert’ website for young people http://www.demi.fi/apua.
3. � The SHP study is carried out nationwide every second year. It monitors the health and well-

being of Finnish 14–20-year-olds. The study reaches 80% of the age group in comprehensive 
schools and 70% in upper secondary schools. Data are gathered by means of an anonymous 
and voluntary online questionnaire.

4. � In 2013, the respondents of the SHP study were for the first time also asked about their sexual 
behaviour online. According to the study, 14% of pupils in comprehensive schools# had used a 
webcam for filming or viewing intimate body parts or masturbation. 3% of pupils had posted 
intimate photos of themselves online for others to see, and 3% of pupils had posted intimate 
photos of someone else online for others to see (THL 2014).

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Funding

This work was supported by The Finnish Cultural Foundation, three-year grant for doctoral studies.

References

American Psychological Association. 2007. Report of the APA Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls. 
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. Accessed May 11, 2015. http://www.apa.org/
pi/women/programs/girls/report-full.pdf

Amoroso, Donald M., and Marvin Brown. 1973. “Problem in Studying the Effects of Erotic Material.” The 
Journal of Sex Research 9 (3): 187–195.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Sa
nn

a 
Sp

is
ak

] 
at

 0
0:

20
 0

6 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
5 

http://www.sexpo.fi/nuorille/
http://www.vaestoliitto.fi/nuoret/
http://www.e-talo.fi/
http://www.demi.fi/apua
http://www.apa.org/pi/women/programs/girls/report-full.pdf
http://www.apa.org/pi/women/programs/girls/report-full.pdf


Sex Education    11

Anttila, Anna. 2012. “Seksiin, Seurusteluun Sekä Koulun Seksuaaliopetukseen Liittyviä Poikien 
Kokemuksia Ja Toiveita Nettikyselyssä.” [Boys’ Experiences and Desires in Relation to Sex, Relationships 
and Formal Sex Education.] In Mitä Pojat Todella Haluavat Tietää Seksistä [What Boys Really Desire to 
Know about Sex], edited by Osmo Kontula, 61–94. Väestöntutkimuslaitoksen julkaisusarja D 55/2012. 
Helsinki: Väestöliitto.

Attwood, Feona, and Clarissa Smith. 2011. “Investigating Young People’s Sexual Cultures: An 
Introduction.” Sex Education 11 (3): 235–242.

Attwood, Feona. 2005. “What Do People Do with Porn? Qualitative Research into the Consumption, Use, 
and Experience of Pornography and Other Sexually Explicit Media.” Sexuality & Culture 9 (2): 65–86.

Attwood, Feona. 2009. Mainstreaming Sex. the Sexualization of Western Culture. London: I.B. Tauris.
Aucoin, Don. 2006. “The Pornification of America. From Music to Fashion to Celebrity Culture, 

Mainstream Entertainment Reflects an X-rated Attitude like Never before.” Boston Globe, January 24.  
http://www.boston.com/yourlife/articles/2006/01/24/the_pornification_of_america/?page=full

Bale, Clare. 2011. “Raunch or Romance? Framing and Interpreting the Relationship between Sexualized 
Culture and Young People’s Sexual Health.” Sex Education 11 (3): 303–313.

Brown, Jane D., and Kelly L. L’Engle. 2009. “X-rated: Sexual Attitudes and Behaviors Associated with 
U.S. Early Adolescents’ Exposure to Sexually Explicit Media.” Communication Research 36: 129–151.

Buckingham, David, and Sara Bragg. 2004. Young People Sex and the Media: The Facts of Life?. Basingstoke: 
Palgrave.

Dines, Gail, Bob Jensen, and Ann Russo. 1998. Pornography: The Production and Consumption of 
Inequality. New York: Routledge.

Dines, Gail. 2010. Pornland: How Porn Has Highjacked Our Sexuality. Boston, MA: Beacon Press Books.
Douglas, Ann. 1980. “Soft-Porn Culture.” New Republic 183 (9): 25–29.
Egan, Danielle R., and Gail Hawkes. 2010. Theorizing the Sexual Child in Modernity. London: Palgrave 

Macmillan.
Flood, Michael. 2007. “Exposure to Pornography among Youth in Australia.” Journal of Sociology 43 

(1): 45–60.
Hald, Gert Martin, and Neil M. Malamuth. 2008. “Self-Perceived Effects of Pornography Consumption.” 

Archives of Sexual Behavior 37 (4): 614–625.
Helsingin Sanomat. 2013. “Suomalaislapset Ovat Netin Riskikäyttäjiä [Finnish Children are the Risk 

Users of the Web].” Helsingin Sanomat September 25. http://www.hs.fi/kotimaa/a1374716148312
Helsper, Ellen. 2005. R-18 Material: Its Potential Impact on People under 18. An Overview of the Available 

Literature. LSE for Ofcom. http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/radio-research/r18.pdf
Hirvonen, Antti. 2013. “Lapset Tuijottavat Pornoa–Mitä Asialle Pitäisi Tehdä? [Children Stare at Porn–

What should be Done?]” Yle, June 5. Accessed April 25, 2014. http://yle.fi/uutiset/lapset_tuijottavat_
pornoa_-_mita_asialle_pitaisi_tehda/6673579?ref=leiki-uu

Johansson, Thomas, and Nils Hammarén. 2007. “Hegemonic Masculinity and Pornography: Young 
People’s Attitudes toward and Relations to Pornography.” The Journal of Men’s Studies 15 (1): 57–70.

Kammonen, Teemu. 2013. “Suomessa Kasvaa Pornoaddiktien Poikien Sukupolvi.” [Generation of Porn 
Addicted Boys Growing in Finland.] Uusi Suomi, June 4. http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kulttuuri/59676-
suomessa-kasvaa-pornoaddiktien-poikien-sukupolvi

Kendrick, Walter. 1996. The Secret Museum. Pornography in Modern Culture. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press.

Knudsen, Susanne V., Lotta Löfgren-Mårtenson, and Sven-Axel Månsson, eds. 2007. Generation P? Youth, 
Gender and Pornography. Copenhagen: Danish School of Education Press.

Kohut, Taylor A. 2014. “An Empirical Investigation of the Concept of “Pornography””. Electronic Thesis 
and Dissertation Repository., Paper 2063. University of Western Ontario. http://ir.lib.uwo.ca/cgi/
viewcontent.cgi?article=3414&context=etd

Kouvolan Sanomat. 2013. “Verkkoporno Järkyttää Suomalaislapsia” [Internet Porn Shocks Finnish 
Children.] Kouvolan Sanomat, July 25. http://www.kouvolansanomat.fi/Online/2013/07/25/
Verkkoporno±j%C3%A4rkytt%C3%A4%C3%A4±suomalaislapsia/20131798/4

Kupiainen, Reijo. 2013. “EU Kids Online – Suomalaislasten Netin Käyttö, Riskit Ja Mahdollisuudet.” [EU 
Kids Online – The Internet Use of Finnish Children, Risks and Opportunities.] In Lapset Netissä – 
Puheenvuoroja Lasten Ja Nuorten Netin Käytöstä Ja Riskeistä [Children Online – Addresses About the 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Sa
nn

a 
Sp

is
ak

] 
at

 0
0:

20
 0

6 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
5 

http://www.boston.com/yourlife/articles/2006/01/24/the_pornification_of_america/?page=full
http://www.hs.fi/kotimaa/a1374716148312
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/research/radio-research/r18.pdf
http://yle.fi/uutiset/lapset_tuijottavat_pornoa_-_mita_asialle_pitaisi_tehda/6673579?ref=leiki-uu
http://yle.fi/uutiset/lapset_tuijottavat_pornoa_-_mita_asialle_pitaisi_tehda/6673579?ref=leiki-uu
http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kulttuuri/59676-suomessa-kasvaa-pornoaddiktien-poikien-sukupolvi
http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kulttuuri/59676-suomessa-kasvaa-pornoaddiktien-poikien-sukupolvi
http://ir.lib.uwo.ca/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3414&context=etd
http://ir.lib.uwo.ca/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3414&context=etd
http://www.kouvolansanomat.fi/Online/2013/07/25/Verkkoporno±j%C3%A4rkytt%C3%A4%C3%A4±suomalaislapsia/20131798/4
http://www.kouvolansanomat.fi/Online/2013/07/25/Verkkoporno±j%C3%A4rkytt%C3%A4%C3%A4±suomalaislapsia/20131798/4


12    S. Spišák

Internet Use of Children and Young People and Risks], edited by Reijo Kupiainen, Sirkku Kotilainen, 
Kaarina Nikunen, and Annikka Suoninen, 6–15. Mediakasvatusseuran julkaisuja. http://www.
mediakasvatus.fi/files/ISBN978-952-67693-3-2.pdf

Linnanmäki, Antti. 2013. “Uusmedia Tarvitsee Lainsäädännön.” [New Media needs Regulation.] 
Helsingin Sanomat, August 12. http://www.hs.fi/mielipide/Uusmedia±tarvitsee±lains%C3% 
A4%C3%A4d%C3%A4nn%C3%B6n/a1376189200629

Livingstone, Sonia, Leslie Haddon, Anke Görzig, and Kjartan Ólafsson. 2011. Risks and Safety on the 
Internet: The Perspective of European Children. Initial Findings. London: EU Kids & LSE. Accessed April 
25, 2014. http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/33731/

Livingstone, Sonia, Lucyna Kirwil, Cristina Ponte, and Elisabeth Staksrud. 2013. In Their Own Words: 
What Bothers Children Online? London: EU Kids Online & LSE. Accessed December 1, 2014. http://
eprints.lse.ac.uk/48357

Livingstone, Sonia. 2003. “Children's Use of the Internet: Reflections on the Emerging Research Agenda.” 
New Media and Society 5 (2): 147–166.

Malamuth, Neil M., and Mark Huppin. 2005. “Pornography and Teenagers: The Importance of Individual 
Differences.” Adolescent Medicine Clinics 16 (2): 315–326.

Martsola, Riitta, and Minna Mäkelä-Rönnholm. 2006. Lapsilta Kielletty. Kuinka Suojella Lasta 
Mediatraumalta. [Forbidden from Children. How to Protect Children from Media Trauma.] Helsinki: 
Kirjapaja.

Merikallio, Katri. 2014. “Välituntien Arkea Ala-Asteella: Leikitäänkö Hippaa Vai Katsotaanko Pornoa?” 
[Everyday Life during Recessions: Shall we Play Catch or Watch Porn?] Suomen Kuvalehti, September 22.  
http://suomenkuvalehti.fi/jutut/kotimaa/valituntien-arkea-ala-asteella-leikitaanko-hippaa-vai-
katsotaanko-pornoa/?shared=53868-1bae490b-999

Mulholland, Monique. 2013. Young People and Pornography: Negotiating Pornification. New York: 
Palgrave.

Näre, Sari. 2006. “Julkinen, intiimi ja nettijulkisuus nuorten sukupuolikulttuurissa.” [Public, Intimate and 
Online Exposure in Young People’s Sexual Cultures.]” In Pysäytyskuvia. Sukupuoli Ja Seksuaalisuus 
Nuorten Elämässä Ja Koulun Arjessa [Freeze-frames. Gender and Sexuality in Young People’s Lives 
and Everyday Life in Schools.], edited by Eija Asikainen, 67–78. Joensuu: Joensuun yliopistopaino.

Niemi, Timo. 2011. “Pornon Puristuksessa. [Under Pornographic Strain.]” In Seksuaalisuuden Kohtaloita. 
Nuorisopsykoterapian Erityiskysymyksiä 13 [Destinies of Sexuality. Specific Questions of Youth 
Psychotherapy 13], edited by Timo Niemi, 110–140. Helsinki: Yliopistopaino.

Noppari, Elina. 2014. Mobiilimuksut. Lasten Ja Nuorten Mediaympäristön Muutos, Osa 3. [Mobile Minors. 
The Change of Media Environment of Children and Young People, Part 3.] Tampere: Tampere 
University Press.

OSF (Official Statistics of Finland). 2014a. Use of Information and Communications Technology by 
Individuals. Helsinki: Statistics Finland. http://www.stat.fi/til/sutivi/2014/sutivi_2014_2014-11-06_
tie_001_en.html

OSF (Official Statistics of Finland). 2014b. “Use of Information and Communications Technology by 
Individuals.” Table 18, Internet Uses During the Past 3 Months by Gender and Age Groups in 2014. 
Helsinki: Statistics Finland. http://www.stat.fi/til/sutivi/2014/sutivi_2014_2014-11-06_tau_018_
fi.html

Paasonen, Susanna, Kaarina Nikunen, and Laura Saarenmaa, eds. 2007. Pornification: Sex and Sexuality 
in Media Culture. Oxford: Berg.

Papadopoulos, Linda. 2010. Sexualization of Young People Review. London: Home Office.
Paul, Pamela. 2005. Pornified: How Pornography is Transforming Our Lives, Our Relationships, and Our 

Families. New York: Times Books.
Pelkonen, Linda. 2013. “Uusi Pornoilmiö Ahdistaa Lapsia: ‘Leviää Kouluissa Kulovalkean Tavoin.’” [New 

Porn Phenomenon Distressing to Children: ‘Spreads like Wildfire at Schools’.] Uusi Suomi August 12.  
http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kotimaa/61428-uusi-syy-lasten-ahdistukseen-porno-leviaa-kouluissa-
kulovalkean-tavoin

Postman, Neil. 1982/1994. The Disappearance of Childhood. London: W.H. Allen.
Rinkinen, Tuija, Anneli Halonen, Miila Halonen, and Dan Apter. 2012. “Tyttöjen Tunnekokemuksia Ja 

Mielipiteitä Pornografiasta: Hämmennystä, Mielihyvää Vai Inhoa? [Girls’ Experiences and Opinions 
of Pornography: Confusion, Pleasure or Loathing?].” Nuorisotutkimus 30 (3): 39–50.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Sa
nn

a 
Sp

is
ak

] 
at

 0
0:

20
 0

6 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
5 

http://www.mediakasvatus.fi/files/ISBN978-952-67693-3-2.pdf
http://www.mediakasvatus.fi/files/ISBN978-952-67693-3-2.pdf
http://www.hs.fi/mielipide/Uusmedia±tarvitsee±lains%C3%A4%C3%A4d%C3%A4nn%C3%B6n/a1376189200629
http://www.hs.fi/mielipide/Uusmedia±tarvitsee±lains%C3%A4%C3%A4d%C3%A4nn%C3%B6n/a1376189200629
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/33731/
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/48357
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/48357
http://suomenkuvalehti.fi/jutut/kotimaa/valituntien-arkea-ala-asteella-leikitaanko-hippaa-vai-katsotaanko-pornoa/?shared=53868-1bae490b-999
http://suomenkuvalehti.fi/jutut/kotimaa/valituntien-arkea-ala-asteella-leikitaanko-hippaa-vai-katsotaanko-pornoa/?shared=53868-1bae490b-999
http://www.stat.fi/til/sutivi/2014/sutivi_2014_2014-11-06_tie_001_en.html
http://www.stat.fi/til/sutivi/2014/sutivi_2014_2014-11-06_tie_001_en.html
http://www.stat.fi/til/sutivi/2014/sutivi_2014_2014-11-06_tau_018_fi.html
http://www.stat.fi/til/sutivi/2014/sutivi_2014_2014-11-06_tau_018_fi.html
http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kotimaa/61428-uusi-syy-lasten-ahdistukseen-porno-leviaa-kouluissa-kulovalkean-tavoin
http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kotimaa/61428-uusi-syy-lasten-ahdistukseen-porno-leviaa-kouluissa-kulovalkean-tavoin


Sex Education    13

Rinkinen, Tuija. 2012. “Nuorten Kysymyksiä Seksuaaliterveydestä Väestöliiton Internetpalvelussa.” 
[Young People’s Questions about Sexual Health on Finnish Family Federation’s Online Service.] 
Väestöliiton Väestöntutkimuslaitoksen julkaisusarja D54/2012.

Rytkönen, Anne-Pauliina. 2013. “Poikien Pornotarinat Järkyttävät Herkimpiä Kavereita.” [Boys’ Porn 
Stories Upsetting for more Sensitive Fellows.] Yle June 7. http://yle.fi/uutiset/poikien_pornotarinat_
jarkyttavat_herkimpia_kavereita/6677648?ref=leiki-uu

Staksrud, Elisabeth, and Sonia Livingstone. 2009. “Children and Online Risk: Powerless Victims or 
Resourceful Participants?” Information, Communication & Society 12 (3): 364–387.

Suoninen, Annikka. 2013. Children’s Media Barometer. 2012. Summary. Nuorisotutkimusverkosto/
Nuorisotutkimusseura. Verkkojulkaisuja 63. Accessed May 11, 2015. http://www.nuorisotutkimusseura.
fi/julkaisuja/lastenmediabarometri2012tiivistelma.pdf

THL (National Institute for Health and Welfare). 2014. “Kouluterveyskysely.” [School Health Promotion 
Study.] http://www.thl.fi/fi/tutkimus-ja-asiantuntijatyo/vaestotutkimukset/kouluterveyskysely

Tsaliki, Liza. 2011. “Playing with Porn: Greek Children’s Explorations in Pornography.” Sex Education 11 
(3): 293–302.

Turun Sanomat. 2013. “Lapset Näkevät Pornoa Koulumatkalla Turussa.” [Children See Porn on their 
Way to School in Turku.] Turun Sanomat April 15. http://www.ts.fi/uutiset/kotimaa/474018/
Lapset±nakevat±pornoa±koulumatkalla±Turussa

Uusi Suomi. 2012. “Yle: Nuoret Pojat Katsovat Pornoa Joka Päivä.” [Yle: Young Boys Watch Porn Every 
Day.] Uusi Suomi, April 14. http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kotimaa/111234-yle-nuoret-pojat-katsovat-
pornoa-joka-paiva

Uusi Suomi. 2013. “Uusi Tuote: Näin Estät Lapsen Pääsyn Nettipornoon.” [New Product: This is How 
to Prevent a Child’s Access to Internet Porn.] Uusi Suomi, August 13. http://www.uusisuomi.fi/
kotimaa/61448-nain-estat-lapsen-paasyn-nettipornoon

Vänskä, Annamari. 2011. “Seducing Children?” Lambda Nordica 16 (2–3): 69–109.
Wolak, Janis, Kimberly J. Mitchell, and David Finkelhor. 2007. “Unwanted and Wanted Exposure to 

Pornography in a National Sample of Youth Internet Users.” Pediatrics 119 (2): 247–257.
Zillmann, Dolf. 2000. “Influence of Unrestrained Access to Erotica on Adolescents’ and Young Adults’ 

Dispositions toward Sexuality.” Journal of Adolescent Health 27 (2): 41–44.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Sa
nn

a 
Sp

is
ak

] 
at

 0
0:

20
 0

6 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
5 

http://yle.fi/uutiset/poikien_pornotarinat_jarkyttavat_herkimpia_kavereita/6677648?ref=leiki-uu
http://yle.fi/uutiset/poikien_pornotarinat_jarkyttavat_herkimpia_kavereita/6677648?ref=leiki-uu
http://www.nuorisotutkimusseura.fi/julkaisuja/lastenmediabarometri2012tiivistelma.pdf
http://www.nuorisotutkimusseura.fi/julkaisuja/lastenmediabarometri2012tiivistelma.pdf
http://www.thl.fi/fi/tutkimus-ja-asiantuntijatyo/vaestotutkimukset/kouluterveyskysely
http://www.ts.fi/uutiset/kotimaa/474018/Lapset±nakevat±pornoa±koulumatkalla±Turussa
http://www.ts.fi/uutiset/kotimaa/474018/Lapset±nakevat±pornoa±koulumatkalla±Turussa
http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kotimaa/111234-yle-nuoret-pojat-katsovat-pornoa-joka-paiva
http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kotimaa/111234-yle-nuoret-pojat-katsovat-pornoa-joka-paiva
http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kotimaa/61448-nain-estat-lapsen-paasyn-nettipornoon
http://www.uusisuomi.fi/kotimaa/61448-nain-estat-lapsen-paasyn-nettipornoon

	Abstract
	Contextual and ethical considerations
	Findings
	Challenging notions of risk and harm

	From pornography to pornographies
	Conclusion
	Notes
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	References



