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Abstract
Introduction  Despite unrealistic body portrayals commonly seen in pornographic materials, only a few studies have examined 
the association between pornography use frequency (PUF) and body dissatisfaction (BD) over time and most of these studies 
have been limited in scope (e.g., only focused on women) and included several limitations (e.g., cross-sectional designs). The 
present study sought to address these gaps by investigating the associations between PUF and BD over a one-year period, 
while also considering gender-related differences.
Method  We used an autoregressive cross-lagged analysis with a multi-group approach among 3,733 young adults (Mage = 23, 
SDage= 4.74, 48.2% men and 51.8% women). Data for the first wave were collected between March and July 2019, and for 
the second wave between June and September 2020.
Results  Findings showed that higher levels of PUF were cross-sectionally associated with higher levels of BD among men 
and women as well. Longitudinally, a bidirectional association was present between PUF and BD in men but not in women. 
Men’s higher levels of PUF at baseline were associated with greater BD one year later, and higher levels of BD at baseline 
were associated with increased PUF one year later.
Conclusions  Findings indicate that pornography use is positively linked to BD in men both short- and longer-term, but only 
in short-term among women. Adults who consume pornography might be influenced by the unrealistic and idealized body 
portrayals, resulting in body concerns.
Policy Implications  Mental health professionals should consider pornography consumption when treating individuals expe-
riencing body dissatisfaction. Policymakers can integrate media literacy education that addresses the unrealistic expectations 
fostered by pornography into their sexual education curricula.
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The potential impact of pornography on individuals has 
gained significant attention in recent years, particularly due 
to the widespread use of technology for sexual purposes 
(Ševčíková et al., 2018) and the rapid rise in pornography 
use in the past two decades (Cooper et al., 1999; Grubbs 
et al., 2019). For example, the number of online pornogra-
phy users in the general population has increased by 310%, 
from 2.76 million to 8.54 million in Poland between Octo-
ber 2004 and October 2016 (Lewczuk et al., 2019). On an 
international level, Pornhub reports receiving more clicks 
than renowned platforms such as Amazon, Instagram, and 
eBay, with 3.4 billion monthly clicks (Wright et al., 2023a). 
Moreover, XVideos and XNXX, two of the most popular 
pornography sites, collectively receive over 5.8 billion vis-
its per month (Statista, 2021), which is more visitors than 
TikTok has per month (Wright et al., 2023a).

The term ‘pornography’ does not possess a single, uni-
versally agreed upon definition. It can be defined in several 
ways depending on cultural perceptions, research objectives, 
and other factors (Lawless et al., 2023). Most often, pornog-
raphy is defined as a material that “(i) creates or elicits sex-
ual feelings or thoughts and (ii) contains explicit exposure 
or descriptions of sexual acts involving the genitals, such 
as vaginal or anal intercourse, oral sex, or masturbation” 
(Reid et al., 2011). Although there is no unified definition 
of pornography, most include the notion that its intended 
use is to arouse sexual gratification through the portrayal of 
sexual activity.

Significant gender differences exist in pornography use. 
According to recent nationally representative studies from 
Sweden (Malki et al., 2021), Australia (Rissel et al., 2017), 
and the US (Grubbs et al., 2019), men are more likely to 
consume pornography than women (68–76% of men vs. 
27–41% of women). In addition, men have greater pornog-
raphy use frequency (PUF) than women daily (27% vs.1.2%) 
and weekly (1–2 d/23.7% of men vs. 8.6% of women) as 
well. These studies highlight significant gender differences 
in PUF, with a clear emphasis on men’s dominance over 
women’s participation in this activity. Furthermore, sexual 
minority individuals exhibit differences in their PUF when 
compared to their heterosexual counterparts. According to 
previous studies’ findings, sexual minority men reported 
greater pornography use than heterosexual men (Downing 
et al., 2017; Gewirtz-Meydan & Spivak-Lavi, 2023; Rissel 
et al., 2017). Furthermore, given its growing prevalence, 
researchers have concentrated on its problematic use as well. 
According to a recent large-scale study conducted across 42 
countries, the prevalence of problematic pornography use 
varied between 3.2% and 16.6% among different subpopula-
tions (Bőthe et al., 2024).

The potential associations of PUF with mental health 
outcomes have been examined in prior work. Recent stud-
ies have documented several potential positive associations 

of PUF with different outcomes, including increased sexual 
arousal among men and more sexual knowledge among 
women (Esplin et al., 2021; Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2025; 
Sadeghi & Kilavuz, 2022). However, in addition to its poten-
tial positive effects, PUF may be linked to lower self-esteem 
(Kvalem et al., 2016) and depression among men (Borgogna 
et al., 2018a, b; Kraus et al., 2015; Perry, 2018) and higher 
anxiety among women (Borgogna et al., 2018a, b; Harper 
& Hodgins, 2016), Moreover, it may contribute to marital 
dissatisfaction (Perry & Whitehead, 2019) and occupational 
problems (Kumar et al., 2021) among men.

In addition to these common adverse mental health out-
comes, as pornography usually depicts idealized and exag-
gerated body representations by featuring performers who 
are thinner women and larger than average men, it may 
contribute to body dissatisfaction (BD) (Rothman, 2021). 
A recent systematic review on PUF and BD have reported 
that PUF may negatively relate to individuals’ body image 
perception (Paslakis et al., 2022) among individuals who 
may conflate these representations in pornography with 
reality (Griffiths et al., 2018; Vogels, 2018). It may not 
only be positively associated with overall BD among men 
specifically (Peter & Valkenburg, 2014; Whitfield et al., 
2018), but also with dissatisfaction with specific body 
parts as they are often prominently featured in pornography 
including women genitals (Dogan & Yassa, 2019), breasts 
(Cranney, 2015; Peter & Valkenburg, 2014), and penises 
(Sharp & Oates, 2019). However, some studies did not 
observe positive associations between PUF and BD (Dug-
gan & McCreary, 2013; Sevic et al., 2020; Vogels, 2018).
Therefore, the evidence concerning PUF and BD remains 
inconsistent, as studies have produced mixed results and 
include several limitations. For example, previous studies 
have predominantly used cross-sectional designs and have 
focused primarily on men.

Body image is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon 
that encompasses perceptions, thoughts, and feelings regard-
ing one’s physical appearance (Grogan, 2021). These percep-
tions may include a range of aspects, such as body weight, 
size, shape, skin color, and facial features (Grogan, 2021). 
Schilder (2013) emphasized that body image extends beyond 
mere perception, functioning as a mirror of one's attitudes 
and interactions with others. Body image perception can 
be experienced at different levels, ranging from positive to 
negative. Individuals with BD often report feeling dissatis-
fied with their appearance, which can lead to a sense of dis-
crepancy between their actual physical appearance and ideal 
self-appearance (Bucchianeri & Neumark-Sztainer, 2014; 
Grogan, 2006). Research has established a link between 
BD and various adverse mental health outcomes such as 
elevated levels of depression (Kogure et al., 2019), increased 
anxiety, and emotional distress (Al-Musharaf et al., 2022). 
Body image concerns are frequently accompanied by social 
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physique anxiety (Barnes et al., 2020), which is experi-
enced when one believes being judged or observed by oth-
ers because of their physical appearance (Hart et al., 1989). 
These findings underscore the significant emotional and 
mental impacts of BD on individuals.

Objectification theory, as proposed by Fredrickson 
(1997), focuses on the consequences of viewing and treat-
ing individuals as objects. This theory posits that constant 
objectification and evaluation based on appearance leads to 
the internalization of this perspective resulting in negative 
psychological and emotional outcomes. One of the central 
tenets of objectification theory is the idea of self-objectifi-
cation, which takes place when individuals begin to view 
themselves from an outsider's perspective, frequently moni-
toring and evaluating their own physical appearance and 
therefore those with a high level of self-objectification pri-
oritize their body's appearance over its function (McKinley 
& Hyde, 1996). The pervasive presence of objectification in 
media extends to both women and men, who, upon exposure 
to such objectifying content, may encounter the phenomenon 
of self-objectification (Daniel et al., 2014; Ward, 2016). As 
pornography usually portrays irrational and idealized bod-
ies, one may internalize these irrational and idealized bodies 
and if their own appearance does not align with these ideal-
ized bodies, they may experience BD (Sevic et al., 2020). 
According to objectification theory, because women are 
sexually objectified and their body parts are separated from 
themselves and considered as a physical object, they might 
be more prone to experience BD (Fredrickson & Roberts, 
1997). Previous studies have reported greater BD among 
women, with rates ranging from 9 to 28% in men and 13% to 
32% in women (Fallon et al., 2014). However, as individuals 
age, the significance they place on their physical appearance 
tends to diminish, both for men and women (Esnaola et al., 
2010; Quittkat et al., 2019).

Apart from individual demographic differences, body 
image perception is shaped not only by individual demo-
graphic differences but also by cultural differences and the 
media. For example, in Western societies the ideal body for 
women tends to be thin, whereas men are typically portrayed 
as muscular or lean. This can lead to pressure on both men 
and women to conform to these ideals (Yean et al., 2013). In 
addition to sociocultural factors, online media can also affect 
an individual’s perception of an ideal body type by promot-
ing unrealistic beauty standards (Huang et al., 2021). When 
individuals internalize body ideals, they are more likely to 
become concerned about their physical appearance, engage 
in body-monitoring behaviors (Bucchianeri & Neumark-
Sztainer, 2014; Fitzsimmons-Craft et al., 2012), and expe-
rience dissatisfaction with their physical appearance (Huang 
et al., 2021).

In addition to objectification theory, social comparison 
theory (Festinger, 1954) may also provide an explanation 

for body image concerns arising from pornography use. 
According to this theory, individuals tend to compare their 
abilities, opinions, and physical features with those of oth-
ers when objective standards are lacking. Individuals often 
engage in comparisons to gain a deeper understanding of 
themselves relative to others. Social comparison is charac-
terized by two directions known as upward and downward. 
Upward social comparison is the act of evaluating oneself 
against someone who is perceived to be superior on a par-
ticular aspect, which is associated with negative feelings, 
such as anger (Park & Park, 2024). Downward comparison 
refers to the act of evaluating oneself against someone who 
is perceived to be inferior on a particular aspect, resulting 
in more positive feelings (Wills, 1981). The use of negative 
upward comparison can intensify an individual's perceived 
inadequacies, as it frequently results in the belief that oth-
ers possess physical features or abilities that the individual 
does not possess (Swallow & Kuiper, 1988). For instance, 
in the context of pornography as it portrays unrealistic bod-
ies (Kvalem et al., 2016), individuals may be more likely 
to perceive shortcomings in their own physical appearance, 
which may result in BD as a result of upward comparison 
(Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2024).

Moreover, internalizing body standards can result in a 
discrepancy between the actual and ideal selves. The self-
discrepancy theory emphasizes the two domains of the self 
(actual, ideal) and differentiates between two perspectives on 
the self (own and significant others). The actual self encom-
passes the beliefs a person holds about their attributes, and 
the ideal self represents the characteristics they strive to pos-
sess (Higgins, 1987). Individuals tend to align their current 
self with their internalized ideals about body image, which 
serve as their personal self-guide in this context. However, 
the discrepancy between an individual's current state and 
their desired state leads to an increase in dissatisfaction 
(Higgins et al., 1986). Considering this self-discrepancy 
between the actual self and the ideal self as a significant 
contributor to BD one can turn to the virtual realm (i.e., 
pornography) over real life sexual experiences.

Although multiple previous studies have explored the 
relationship between PUF and BD, their findings have been 
inconsistent. Only one longitudinal study examined the link 
between BD and pornography use in adult samples and found 
no evidence of a significant association between pornogra-
phy exposure and BD in women (Peter & Valkenburg, 2014). 
However, Laemmle (2019) reported that women who con-
sume pornography experience negative outcomes in relation 
to PUF, including overall body concerns. The associations 
of PUF with different outcomes are not limited to overall 
BD; PUF has been linked to concerns about smaller breast 
size (Peter & Valkenburg, 2014) and lower genital self-
image (Dogan & Yassa, 2019), resulting in greater interest 
in genital cosmetic surgery (Kalaaji et al., 2019; Sharp et al., 
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2015; Truong et al., 2017). Moreover, Dawson’s et al. (2020) 
study showed that pornography not only contributes to BD 
in women but can also result in self-judgment, as it distorts 
societal norms regarding women's physical appearance (Daw-
son et al., 2020; Paslakis et al., 2022). In sum, while the avail-
able evidence is not entirely consistent, it suggests that PUF 
may be negatively associated with body image and physical 
self-esteem among women (Doornwaard et al., 2014).

Some studies have established a link between PUF and 
BD among men as well, as greater pornography consump-
tion was associated with greater overall BD in this popula-
tion (Goldsmith et al., 2017; Peter & Valkenburg, 2014). It 
is important to note that pornography’s potential association 
with body image may not be limited to overall BD, but can 
also extend to negative genital self-perception, as studies 
have demonstrated that increased PUF may be associated 
with dissatisfaction with one's penis size (Cranney, 2015; 
Sharp & Oates, 2019). Furthermore, the association between 
pornography use and BD has been also examined among 
sexual minority men. According to previous studies sexual 
minority men reported greater BD symptoms than hetero-
sexual men resulting from their pornography use (Gewirtz-
Meydan & Spivak-Lavi, 2023; Gleason & Sprankle, 2019; 
Griffiths et al., 2018). Thus, it is possible that pornography 
use may contribute to the development of both genital and 
overall BD among heterosexual and minority men, though 
no longitudinal studies corroborated this assumption.

Besides pornography use’s well-documented positive 
association with masturbation (e.g., (Perry, 2020; Prause, 
2019), previous studies indicated that masturbation fre-
quency may also be associated with BD. Prior study revealed 
that greater levels of BD in women with eating disorders 
(i.e., bulimia nervosa) were associated with a reduced like-
lihood of masturbation and a later onset of masturbation 
frequency (Wiederman & Pryor, 1997). Specifically among 
women, these studies indicated that masturbation may result 
in increased bodily response, pleasure, a sense of control, 
and well-being, ultimately reducing BD (Bowman, 2014; 
Shulman & Horne, 2003). Moreover, higher levels of BD 
have been found to be correlated with diminished orgasmic 
pleasure during masturbation, which may result in decreased 
engagement in solo sexual activities (Horvath et al., 2020). 
Therefore, it is essential to consider the potential associa-
tions of masturbation with both PUF and BD, when examin-
ing the association between BD and PUF.

In sum, high consumption of pornography has been asso-
ciated with a greater desire for muscularity (Morrison et al., 
2007; Tylka & Kroon Van Diest, 2015), increased concerns 
about one’s own body when having sex (J. Goldsmith & 
Burton, 2017), greater internalization of body ideals (Sevic 
et al., 2020), greater body monitoring behavior (Doornwaard 
et al., 2014), higher negative body perception (Whitfield 

et al., 2018), and greater body disapproval (O’Brien et al., 
2015) among men and women. However, studies examin-
ing the relationship between PUF and BD are limited. First, 
there is a dearth of longitudinal studies examining changes 
over time that could show whether pornography use might 
have a longer-term association with one’s body image, as 
only one study has examined PUF and BD among adults 
using a longitudinal design (Peter & Valkenburg, 2014). 
Second, the available studies had small sample sizes and 
focused on specific samples (e.g., men who have sex with 
men); therefore, they were not necessarily representative of 
the general population (Borgogna et al., 2018a, b; Dawson 
et al., 2020; Dogan & Yassa, 2019; Laemmle-Ruff et al., 
2019; Leickly et al., 2017; Sharp & Oates, 2019; Truong 
et al., 2017; Tylka, 2015; Tylka & Kroon Van Diest, 2015). 
Moreover, given that pornography frequently co-occurs with 
masturbation (Wordecha et al., 2018), and in some studies 
masturbation has been positively linked to positive body 
image, due to increased familiarity with bodily responses 
(Bowman, 2014; Shulman & Horne, 2003), masturbation 
frequency should have been measured and accounted for in 
previous studies when examining the associations between 
PUF and BD (Perry, 2020; Prause, 2019).

The Present Study

This study aimed to investigate the cross-sectional and longi-
tudinal relationships between PUF and BD in a young adult 
sample, considering gender-based differences and control-
ling for masturbation frequency (Perry, 2020; Prause, 2019). 
We hypothesized that PUF would be positively associated 
with BD cross-sectionally and one year later. Moreover, our 
study aimed to explore potential differences between men 
and women in this relationship, as previous studies have 
reported significant gender differences (Cranney, 2015; Peter 
& Valkenburg, 2014). Moreover, we also aimed to examine 
the potential bidirectionality of the associations between 
PUF and BD in an exploratory manner.

Methods

Participants

A total of 3,733 participants completed the self-report sur-
veys (Mage = 23 years, SD = 4.74). Regarding gender, 1,801 
(48.24%) were men and 1,932 (51.75%) were women. Con-
cerning marital status, 2,103 (56.33%) of the participants 
reported being single, 1,504 (40.28%) were married, 10 
were widows (0.26%) and 86 (2.30%) were divorced. Further 
descriptive statistics of the sample are presented in Table 1. 
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Procedure

We used data from the Budapest Longitudinal Study 
(BLS). The BLS is a longitudinal study investigating 
constructs related to various addictions and problem-
atic behaviors, including gaming disorder, gambling 
disorder, compulsive sexual behaviors, and other sub-
stance use disorders (e.g., alcohol and exercise) among 
young adults (18–34 years) in the capital (Budapest) 
of Hungary. BLS was promoted through social media 
platforms such as Instagram and Facebook, as well as 
through a dedicated website created to provide infor-
mation about BLS.

The data for waves 1 and 2 were collected between 
March and July 2019 and between June and September 
2020, respectively. The data were collected through 
face-to-face interviews in both waves, which included 
sociodemographic questions and screening for addictive 
behaviors. To gather data on substance use, problematic 
behaviors, and psychological information, self-report 
methods were used. In wave 2, participants had the 
option to participate by completing online interviews or 
self-report questionnaires. The final weighted sample by 
layer categories included 3910 participants. In our study, 

we included 3733 participants, as they were the only indi-
viduals who could be matched across both data collection 
waves (the remaining participants could not be matched 
because of issues such as non-matching identification 
numbers). At Time 1, the sample comprised 3733 indi-
viduals, whereas at Time 2, 2832 participants completed 
the survey, indicating a 28% attrition rate between Times 
1 and 2. A random stratified sampling procedure was per-
formed according to age group and neighborhood. Prior 
to the data acquisition, informed consent was obtained to 
ensure voluntary participation. The BLS study protocol 
received approval from Research and Ethical Commit-
tee of the Medical Research Council (no. 60471–2/2018/
EKU).

Measures

Sociodemographic Information

Information on gender, age, highest level of education, 
and marital status was collected using a researcher-derived 
questionnaire. Detailed sociodemographic characteristics 
of the participants are presented in Table 1.

Table 1   Sociodemographic 
characteristics of participants

M = mean, SD = standard deviation, N = sample size, % = percentage

Characteristics N % M SD

Total sample 3733 100
Gender
Men
Women

1801
1932

48.24
52.75

Marital Status
  Single 2103 56.33
  Married 1504 40.28
  Widow 10 0.26
  Divorced 86 2.30

Age
  23–29 957 25.2 23 4.74
  29–33 1133 29.8
  34–39 1683 44.3

Highest level of education
  Primary school 3 1
  Vocational school 1–3 grades 144 3.8
  Vocational school 4–5 grades 779 20.5
  Vocational high school 1161 30.5
  High school 701 18.4
  Higher vocational education after high school graduation, 291 7.7
  Higher vocational education, higher technical school (not college) 114 3.0
  College, BA/BSc education 425 11.2
  College, MA/MSc or undivided (integrated) education 128 3.4
  Post-graduate education, doctoral school (PhD, DLA) 17 4
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Frequency of Pornography Use

Participants responded to one question about their past-year 
PUF: “During the last year, how often did you watch por-
nographic videos/films?” They indicated their answers on a 
10-point scale ranging from 0 not once in the last year to 10 
more than seven times a week.

Masturbation Frequency

In the present study, masturbation frequency was measured 
using one item “In the last year (during the past 12 months), 
how often did you masturbate?” Participants indicated their 
answers on a 10-point scale ranging from 0 not once in the 
last year to 10 more than seven times a week.

Body Dissatisfaction

Body image was assessed using the BD subscale of the Body 
Attitude Test (BAT; Probst et al., 1995). This subscale com-
prises four items rated on a five-point Likert scale, ranging 
from 1 never to 5 always. An example item is “When I look 
at myself in the mirror, I am dissatisfied with my own body.” 
In the present study, the internal consistency (Cronbach’s 
alpha) of this subscale was α = .86. Higher scores on the 
scale indicate higher levels of BD.

Data Analysis

We computed descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alphas and 
McDonald’s omegas, independent samples t-tests, and 

correlations using SPSS 26. As Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
is not considered an optimal measure of reliability (Hayes & 
Coutts, 2020), we measured reliability using two different 
methods (i.e., McDonald’s omega and Cronbach’s alpha), 
see Table 2.

The main analyses were conducted using MPlus 8.7. The 
Robust Maximum Likelihood Estimator (MLR) was used to 
conduct auto-regressive cross-lagged models to investigate 
the relationship between PUF and BD. To test the adequacy 
of the model fit, we used commonly used goodness of fit 
indices (Brown, 2015), including the Comparative Fit Index 
(CFI; ≥ 0.90 for acceptable; ≥ 0.95 for excellent), Root-
Mean-Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA; ≤ 0.06 
for good, ≤ 0.08 for acceptable), and Tucker Lewis Index 
(TLI; ≥ 0.95 for good, ≥ 0.90 for acceptable (Brown, 2015). 
We used the Full Information Maximum Likelihood method 
to handle missing data (Enders & Bandalos, 2001; Newman, 
2014). In interpreting our findings, we relied on Cohen’s 
(1988) effect size criteria.

Following the procedure of previous work in the field of 
sex research (Girouard et al., 2021; Paquette et al., 2022), 
first, we investigated the relationship between PUF and BD 
with a saturated model in the overall sample, excluding the 
control variable (Model A). Next, we included the control 
variable (masturbation frequency) in the model (Model B). 
Subsequently, we incorporated gender as a grouping variable 
(i.e., men vs. women) into the model and employed a multi-
group analysis to assess whether there were any differences 
across genders with respect to the relationship between PUF 
and BD (Model C). Following this, we tested the path coef-
ficients between PUF and BD and constrained them to be 

Table 2   Reliability indices, comparisons of Men's and Women's pornography use frequency, masturbation frequency, and body dissatisfaction

a = 0 = not once in the last year, 1 = 1 time, 2 = 2–6 times last year, 3 = 7–11 times last year, 4 = 1 time per month, 5 = 2–3 times a month, 6 = 1 
time per week, 7 = 2–3 times a week 8 = 4–5 times a week, 9 = 6–7 times a week, 10 = more than 7 times a week; b = 0 = never, 1 = rarely, 
2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 = usually, 5 = always, M = mean; SD = standard deviation, t = t test value, p = significance test value; α = Cronbach’s 
alpha; ω = McDonald’s omega. *p < .05. ** p < 01, T1 represents the first data collection wave and T2 represents the second data collection wave

Measures Range ω α Total sample 
(N = 3733)
M (SD)

(1) 
Men 
(n = 1801)
M (SD)

(2) 
Women 
(n = 1932)
M (SD)

t Cohen’s d p

1. Pornography use frequency T1a 0–10 1.60
(2.33)

2.33
(2.49)

0.92
(1.93)

18.3 0.63  < .001

2. Pornography use frequency T2a 0–10 0.71
(1.78)

1.21
(2.21)

0.26
(1.08)

14.1 0.55  < .001

3.Masturbation frequency T1a 0–10 2.19
(2.70)

3.04
(2.75)

1.40
(2.39)

18.6 0.63  < .001

4.Masturbation frequency T2a 0–10 1.27
(2.37)

1.85
(2.70)

0.76
(1.90)

11.7 0.46  < .001

5. Body dissatisfaction T1b 0–5 .84 .84 3.93
(4.51)

2.91
(3.70)

4.86
(4.97)

−12.8 0.44  < .001

6. Body dissatisfaction T2b 0–5 .92 .92 3.25
(4.36)

2.82
(4.11)

3.65
(4.55)

−4.72 0.19  < .001
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the same across groups (Model D). Finally, we compared the 
differences between Model C and D (i.e., unconstrained, and 
constrained models) to explore if gender differences were 
significant, by examining changes in chi-square, CFI, TLI, 
and RMSEA values.

Results

Descriptive Statistics of PUF and BD 
And Comparisons of Men and Women

We conducted independent samples t tests to investigate 
gender-based differences in PUF, BD, and masturbation 
frequency. The results demonstrated that men had signifi-
cantly higher levels of T1 PUF (M = 2.33, SD = 2.49) and 
T2 PUF (M = 1.21, SD = 2.21) compared to women (T1 
PUF M = 0.92, SD = 1.93 and T2 PUF M = 0.26, SD = 1.08). 
Similarly, men's T1 (M = 3.04, SD = 2.75) and T2 (M = 1.85, 
SD = 2.70) masturbation frequencies were found to be sig-
nificantly higher than women's T1 (M = 1.40, SD = 2.39) 
and T2 (M = 0.76, SD = 1.90) masturbation frequencies. 

Conversely, women had significantly higher levels of T1 
BD (M = 4.86, SD = 4.97) and T2 BD (M = 3.65, SD = 4.55) 
compared to men's T1 BD (M = 2.91, SD = 3.70) and T2 BD 
(M = 2.82, SD = 4.11). These findings indicate that PUF (T1 
and T2), masturbation frequency (T1 and T2), and BD (T1 
and T2) all showed gender-based differences with small to 
medium effect sizes, see Table 2.

The correlations between the variables are presented in 
Table 3. Pearson correlation coefficients showed that all 
associations between PUF and BD were significant, positive, 
and weak (r ranging between .09 to .10 ps < .001). Addition-
ally, masturbation frequency as a control variable was posi-
tively associated with PUF at T1 and T2 as well (r ranging 
between .58 to .72 ps < .001). Furthermore, all associations 
between masturbation frequency and BD were significant, 
positive, and weak (r ranging between .09 to .14 ps < .001).

Cross‑Sectional and Longitudinal Associations 
Between PUF and BD

All the models demonstrated an excellent fit to the data as 
the models were fully saturated (see Table 4 for details). 

Table 3   Descriptive 
statistics, correlation between 
pornography use frequency, 
masturbation frequency and 
body dissatisfaction

Skew. = Skewness; Kurt. = Kurtosis; a = 0 = not once in the last year, 1 = 1 time, 2 = 2–6 times last year, 
3 = 7–11 times last year, 4 = 1 time per month, 5 = 2–3 times a month, 6 = 1 time per week, 7 = 2–3 times a 
week 8 = 4–5 times a week, 9 = 6–7 times a week, 10 = more than 7 times a week; b = 0 = never, 1 = rarely, 
2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 = usually, 5 = always; M = mean; SD = standard deviation

Measures (Skew)
(SE)

Kurt
(SE)

Range M
(SD)

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Pornography use frequency T1a 1.21
(0.04)

0.10
(0.08)

0 −10 1.60
(2.33)

1

2. Pornography use frequency T2a 2.62
(0.04)

6.07
(0.09)

0 −10 0.70
(1.77)

.15** 1

3. Masturbation frequency T1a 0.68
(0.04)

−1.14
(0.08)

0 −10 2.19
(2.70)

.72** .13** 1

4. Masturbation frequency T2a 1.55
(0.04)

0.80
(0.09)

0 −10 1.26
(2.37)

.07** .58** .16** 1

5. Body dissatisfaction T1b 1.21
(0.04)

1.02
(0.08)

0 −10 3.91
(4.51)

.10** .00 .14** .00 1

6. Body dissatisfaction T2b 1.46
(0.04)

1.63
(0.09)

0 – 10 3.27
(4.37)

.07** .09** .06** .09** .25** 1

Table 4   Examination of the relationship between pornography use frequency and perceived body dissatisfaction across men and women indi-
viduals controlling for masturbation frequency

χ2 = Chi-square test; df = degrees of freedom; CFI = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker–Lewis Index; RMSEA = root-mean-square error of 
approximation; 90% CI = 90% confidence interval of RMSEA

Models χ2 (df) CFI TLI RMSEA RMSEA (90% CI)

Model A: Fully saturated model, no control variable (total sample) 0.000 (0) 1.000 1.000 0.000 0.000–0.000
Model B: Model with control variable (total sample) 0.000 (0) 1.000 1.000 0.000 0.000–0.000
Model C: Fully saturated model, with control variable and grouping by gender 0.000 (0) 1.000 1.000 0.000 0.000–0.000
Model D: Same as Model C, parameters constrained to be equal between groups 382.189 (15) 0.602 0.364 0.115 0.105–0.125
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To examine whether the relationship between PUF and 
BD differed across genders (i.e., men and women), we 
compared the constrained model (Model D) to the uncon-
strained model (Model C). (ΔCFI = 0.398, ΔTLI = 0.636, 
ΔRMSEA =—0.115). Moreover, the corrected chi-square 
difference test result was significant (Δχ2 = 382.189; 
p < .001). These results indicated that the associations 
between PUF and BD differ significantly between men and 
women. Therefore, the results of Model C are reported in 
Figs. 1 and 2 and described below.

Among men, higher levels of T1 BD were associated 
with higher levels of T1 PUF (r = .21, 95% CI [.15, .26], 
p < .001) with a weak effect size. T2 BD was not signifi-
cantly associated with T2 PUF (r = .05, 95% CI [-.02, .11], 
p = .187). Longitudinally, higher levels of T1 PUF were 
associated with higher levels of T2 PUF (β = .15, 95% CI 
[.06, .22], p < .001) and higher levels of T1 BD were asso-
ciated with higher levels of T2 BD (β = .18, 95% CI [.10, 
.25], p < .001), with weak effect sizes. Concerning the cross-
lagged longitudinal associations, higher levels of T1 PUF 
were associated with higher levels of T2 BD (β = .13, 95% 
CI [.04, .21], p = .002). Higher levels of T1 BD were asso-
ciated with higher levels of T2 PUF (β = .09, 95% CI [.01, 
.15], p = .019). These associations were also weak in terms 
of effect size.

Among women, cross-sectionally, higher levels of T1 
BD were associated with higher levels of T1 PUF (r = .18, 
95% CI [.12, .23], p < .001). Higher levels of T2 PUF were 
associated with higher levels of T2 BD (r = .24, 95% CI 

[.17, .29], p < .001). Longitudinally, T1 PUF was not sig-
nificantly associated with the T2 PUF (β =  < 0.01, 95% CI 
[-.05, .05], p = .944). Higher levels of T1 BD were associ-
ated with higher levels of T2 BD (β = .25, %95 CI [.18, .30], 
p < .001). Concerning the cross-lagged longitudinal asso-
ciations, T1 PUF was not significantly associated with T2 
BD (β =  < 0.01, 95% CI [-.08, .08], p = .940). T1 BD was 
not significantly associated with T2 PUF (β = 0.04, 95% CI 
[-.00, .09], p = .090). All significant associations were weak 
in terms of effect size.

Discussion

A recent systematic review has documented a signifi-
cant, positive association between PUF and BD (Paslakis 
et al., 2022). Yet, noticeable knowledge gaps exist when 
examining PUF and BD associations given the limitations of 
previous studies (e.g., use of cross-sectional designs, focus 
on homogenous). Our study aimed to bridge these gaps by 
examining the cross-sectional and longitudinal associations 
between PUF and BD among a young adult sample, con-
sidering potential gender-based differences. In the present 
study, men’s greater PUF were positively associated with 
greater BD one year later, and higher levels of BD were 
associated with greater PUF one year later. However, among 
women, neither a unidirectional nor a bidirectional associa-
tion between PUF and BD over time was observed.

Fig. 1   Associations between 
pornography use frequency and 
body dissatisfaction among Men 
controlling for masturbation 
frequency. Note. Correlations 
between the variables are not 
presented to ensure clarity. 
Only significant associations 
between T1 pornography use 
frequency, body dissatisfaction, 
and masturbation frequency and 
T2 pornography use frequency, 
body dissatisfaction, and mas-
turbation are presented for the 
sake of clarity. Coefficients are 
standardized regression coef-
ficients. Explained variances of 
the outcomes are presented on 
the right side of each variable. 
T1 represents the first data col-
lection wave and T2 represents 
the second data collection wave, 
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01
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Our findings indicate that, in both short- and longer-term, 
men consistently scored higher on PUF and masturbated 
more frequently compared to women. However, women 
consistently scored higher on BD than men. A potential 
explanation for men’s higher levels of pornography use 
and masturbation frequency is that pornography is known 
to facilitate masturbation among men thus they frequently 
cooccur (Carvalheira et al., 2017; Kraus et al., 2016). Higher 
levels of pornography consumption and masturbation by 
men may be attributed to their higher sexual drive (Baugh-
man et al., 2014). Regarding higher levels of BD among 
women, unlike men, women may tend to place a greater 
emphasis on their physical appearance, regardless of age, 
whereas this tendency decreases in men as they age (Öberg 
& Tornstam, 1999; Quittkat et al., 2019). These findings are 
in line with previous studies that have demonstrated that men 
typically have higher levels of PUF (Dawson et al., 2020; 
Grubbs et al., 2019; Rissel et al., 2017) and masturbation 
frequency (Cervilla & Sierra, 2022; Gerressu et al., 2008), 
while women generally exhibit higher levels of body dis-
satisfaction compared to men (Frederick & Essayli, 2016; 
Quittkat et al., 2019).

Regarding the cross-sectional associations between our 
study variables, among men, baseline PUF and BD were 
positively and weakly associated with each other; how-
ever, this association was not significant between T2 PUF 
and BD. Among women, PUF and BD were positively 
and weakly associated with each other at T1 and T2 as 
well. Given the prominence and conspicuous portrayal of 
enhanced muscularity and unrealistic genitalia in pornog-
raphy (McKee et al., 2008), it can be hypothesized that 
pornography may exacerbate BD regardless of gender in 
the short term. Overall, our findings are in accordance 
with those of previous studies demonstrating pornography-
related desire for muscular (Duggan & McCreary, 2013; 
Morrison et al., 2007) and mesomorphic bodies (Tylka, 
2015), along with increased body surveillance (Doorn-
waard et al., 2014) and dissatisfaction (Dogan & Yassa, 
2019; Griffiths et al., 2018; O’Brien et al., 2015; Whit-
field et al., 2018). While comparing our findings to those 
of previous studies, it is crucial to consider the limited 
generalizability of past results due to small sample sizes 
and the lack of heterogeneity. The present findings extend 
prior research by showing that PUF and BD are positively 

Fig. 2   Associations between pornography use frequency and body 
dissatisfaction among women controlling for masturbation frequency 
Note. Correlations between the variables are not presented to ensure 
clarity. Only significant associations between T1 pornography use 
frequency, body dissatisfaction, and masturbation frequency and T2 
pornography use frequency, body dissatisfaction, and masturbation 

are presented for the sake of clarity. Coefficients are standardized 
regression coefficients. Explained variances of the outcomes are pre-
sented on the right side of each variable. T1 represents the first data 
collection wave and T2 represents the second data collection wave, 
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01
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associated with each other among a large sample of Hun-
garian young adults.

Concerning longitudinal findings, significant gender dif-
ferences were observed. Based on the present study’s find-
ings, although effect sizes were small, we observed that 
more frequent pornography consumption was associated 
with greater BD among men over one year. This finding 
could relate to the representation of bodies in pornography, 
given that it typically exhibits larger penises and more mus-
cular physiques than what is considered average (McKee 
et al., 2008). This representation may skew the perception of 
men’s typical penises and body size (Sharp & Oates, 2019). 
Overall, our findings extend upon those of previous cross-
sectional (Borgogna et al., 2018a, b; Kvalem et al., 2016; 
Laemmle-Ruff et al., 2019; Tylka, 2015) and short-term 
prospective studies (Peter & Valkenburg, 2014), by show-
ing that PUF may be positively associated with BD over 
one year among young men, but not women, among a large 
young adult sample.

Although women's bodies have been prominently fea-
tured in pornography since its inception as a popular 
medium (Cowan et al., 1988; Klaassen & Peter, 2015), we 
did not observe a significant association between PUF and 
BD among women over time in our study. According to the 
literature, this might be explained by the degree to which 
pornography is perceived as real. Specifically, individuals 
who perceive pornographic content as more realistic may 
be less critical of it (Wright et al., 2023b). Given that men 
tend to perceive sex portrayed in media as more realistic 
than women (Punyanunt-Carter, 2006), PUF’s associations 
with BD might not be as prominent among women as among 
men. It may also be possible that frequent pornography use 
may lead women to gain a more accurate understanding of 
its content (Vogels, 2018) thereby reducing body image 
concerns related to pornography (Davis et al., 2019). In the 
previous studies, the associations between pornography use 
and BD were mediated by perceived realism. For example, in 
one study, pornography use had a positive, indirect associa-
tion with body image through perceived realism for men and 
women as well (Vogels, 2018). However, in another study, 
perceived realism did not have any statistical effect on the 
association between pornography use and BD among hetero-
sexual and homosexual men (Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2024). 
This difference may be explained by the different sampling 
methods used in the studies (Atkinson, 2000; Dickinson, 
2002; Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2024).

Another possible explanation is that PUF and BD 
disparity between women and men can be attributed to 
increased media literacy in women as it serves as a pro-
tective factor, mitigating the negative impact of media 
on body image (Tylka, 2011). Moreover, women may be 
exposed to idealized bodies more frequently than men in 
other forms of media (e.g., television, magazines, or social 

media). As idealized bodies featured in pornography are 
extremely different than the bodies featured in other forms 
of media, women may not consider bodies presented in 
pornography as a rational basis for comparisons (Levine & 
Harrison, 2009; Peter & Valkenburg, 2014). Findings from 
the current study, when considered alongside those from 
a previous study by Peter and Valkenburg (2014), sug-
gest that prolonged consumption of pornography among 
women may not relate negatively to their body image over 
the course of one year. Finally, another explanation may 
relate to the forms of pornography consumed by men and 
women. For example, women are more likely to consume 
written pornography than men (Solano et al., 2018); there-
fore, they might be less influenced by the bodies presented 
in video pornography.

Moreover, a bidirectional association was observed 
between PUF and BD in men over time. This bidirectional 
association suggests that pornography use may contribute 
to men’s BD and conversely, BD may contribute to greater 
engagement in pornography use one year later. A potential 
explanation for these results is that messages within pornog-
raphy, rooted in masculine gender role ideology, could shape 
men’s body-related, relational, and psychological well-
being, (Tylka, 2015). As a result, men may experience dis-
tressing sexual difficulties, thus withdrawing from real-life 
sexual experiences due to perceived BD and increased cog-
nitive distortion related to sexual performance (Carvalheira 
et al., 2017). A further explanation relates to the potential 
consequences of social isolation and low self-esteem stem-
ming from social physique anxiety (Barnes et al., 2020) in 
response to BD (Ruscio et al., 2008). Accordingly, men with 
BD may turn to pornography as a means of fulfilling sexual 
gratification rather than seeking out real-life sexual experi-
ences. Although a significant longitudinal association was 
observed between baseline PUF and BD six months later 
among men in a previous study (Peter & Valkenburg, 2014), 
no bidirectional association was found. To our knowledge, 
our findings are the first supporting bidirectional associa-
tions between PUF and BD among men. However, it needs 
to be noted that the observed associations were small, sug-
gesting that other factors may play more crucial roles in 
men’s BD than PUF.

Our findings provide compelling evidence for the posi-
tive association between PUF and body image concerns with 
significant gender differences. Mental health professionals 
may consider integrating strategies to assess pornography 
consumption alongside available interventions for body-
related problems. For example, they could use a combina-
tion of assessment tools focusing on PUF and BD. They may 
also develop treatment plans using multifaceted approaches 
such as combining therapy with psychoeducation to enhance 
individual’s ability to critically evaluate the bodies depicted 
in pornography.
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Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions

The present study investigated the longitudinal associa-
tion between PUF and BD in a large sample of young 
adults over a period of one year. Furthermore, our study’s 
strengths include the consideration of masturbation fre-
quency as a potential control variable and the use of a large 
sample of men and women, as previous studies primarily 
focused on more homogenous samples of adolescents, 
women, and sexual minority individuals (Cranney, 2015; 
Duggan & McCreary, 2013; Paquette et al., 2023). None-
theless, our study is not without limitations. First, even 
though a longitudinal design was applied, the cause-effect 
relationships between the variables cannot be determined. 
Second, this study did not measure the types of porno-
graphic material that individuals used, as it might be pos-
sible that individuals’ BD perceptions might differ based 
on professional and amateur pornography (Griffiths et al., 
2018; Kvalem et al., 2016). Third, despite previous stud-
ies suggesting that the associations between PUF and BD 
might differ among sexual minority individuals compared 
to their heterosexual counterparts, the present study did 
not include a measure of sexual orientation (Griffiths et al., 
2018). Fourth, in our study, we did not provide a definition 
for pornography and relied on self-report measures that 
might have resulted in biases (i.e., recall bias or under- or 
over-reporting), (Štulhofer et al., 2021). Fifth, as our study 
was part of a larger, ongoing longitudinal study, we had 
limited space to ask about pornography use related behav-
iors as well as about body concerns and used single-item 
or brief assessment tools. This may limit the understanding 
of the complex nature of pornography use and its associa-
tion with potential outcomes (Kohut et al., 2020). Sixth, 
as we used single-item measures to assess both PUF and 
masturbation frequency, there is a need for a wider range 
of assessment tools to enable a more reliable, systematic, 
and standardized evaluation of these constructs. Seventh, 
to measure BD, we used the BD subscale of Body Attitude 
Test (BAT; Probst et al., 1995). BD is a complex construct 
that encompasses various dimensions, such as appear-
ance, weight, and muscularity. Thus, the use of this brief 
measure limits the more nuanced understanding of BD’s 
association with PUF in the present study. Future studies 
should delve deeper into BD, including different aspects of 
BD. Additionally, although the association between PUF 
and BD can be explained by the social comparison, self-
objectification and self-discrepancy theories, we did not 
assess these constructs. Future research should consider 
how pornography use relates to the BD, considering these 
notions. Moreover, future studies should also examine gen-
der minority individuals as well as more diverse samples 
of adults, as our sample included adults from a Western, 
educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) 

country, which hinders the generalizability of the results 
to other populations. Lastly, future studies should consider 
additional constructs associated with body image such as 
age and the internalization of sociocultural appearance 
ideals (e.g., thin-ideal or muscular-ideal internalization) 
in examining the association between PUF and BD.

Conclusions

Even though preliminary cross-sectional evidence suggests 
positive associations between PUF and BD, previous studies 
had several shortcomings. These limitations included the 
sole reliance on cross-sectional designs and small sample 
sizes (Griffiths et al., 2018; Kvalem et al., 2016; Laemmle-
Ruff et al., 2019; Peter & Valkenburg, 2014) limiting the 
generalizability of findings and the exploration of the direc-
tionality of the associations between PUF and BD. Consider-
ing these limitations, we examined the cross-sectional and 
longitudinal associations between PUF and BD in a sample 
of young adult women and men over one year. Our find-
ings suggested that PUF and BD were positively and weakly 
associated cross-sectionally and longitudinally among men 
but only cross-sectionally among women. This short-term 
association may have been due to developing more realistic 
perception of pornographic material over time by women 
(Vogels, 2018). Although a longitudinal study design was 
employed, it is not possible to establish causal relationships 
between the variables and our results should be interpreted 
with caution. Therapists working with individuals with body 
image concerns may incorporate queries about their clients’ 
pornography consumption into therapy sessions, and add-
ing psychoeducational elements to interventions to critically 
assess the unrealistic physical depictions presented in por-
nographic content might be beneficial.
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