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Abstract
Purpose of Review China is a typical sexual conservative cultural context country; it is necessary to understand the prob-
lematic pornography use (PPU) in China, which may reflect the influence of the conservative culture on PPU. In this review, 
the pornography use motivation, prevalence, screening scales, diagnosing elements, and intervention situation in China 
were described.
Recent Findings The most preponderant pornography use motivations were self-exploration and seeking education. In line 
with the international situation in screening PPU, inconsistent assessment resulted in fluctuant prevalence in China. Fortu-
nately, several screening scales were confirmed valid in Chinese sample. The symptoms of PPU among Chinese were similar 
with samples from other Western countries. More urgently, in China, it appeared there exists a supply–demand imbalance 
in regards to the prevalence of PPU and the limited treatment options available.
Summary Due to the conservative attitude toward sex and pornography, research on pornography use in China is scarce. 
The Chinese pornography motivations differ from the Western more permissive countries, but the core symptoms of PPU 
among Chinese are similar with the other Western participants. Actually, in the Chinese public, the prevalence of PPU is 
high; however, the demand for professional psychotherapy services exceeds the current available resources.

Keywords Problematic pornography use (PPU) · Sexual conservative cultural context · Permissive cultural context · 
Attitude toward pornography

Over the past two decades, the revolution in information and 
communication technology has altered sexual behaviors, as 
the internet becomes a highly sexualized environment, char-
acterized by a seemingly endless supply of free and unprec-
edented variety of sexual materials. Of particular influence, 
the arrival of smartphones in 2007 has allowed consumers 
to have greater, more flexible access to pornography [1]. In 
most cases, pornography use is not associated with nega-
tive consequences; however, it can become problematic and 
carry out a range of negative effects, such as interpersonal 
difficulties, depression, and sexual functioning problems 
[2, 3]. With a growing number of individuals excessively 
involved in consuming pornography, its use may become 
dysfunctional and associated with addiction symptoms (e.g., 

withdrawal, tolerance). Excessive or problematic sexual 
behaviors have been studied and clinically significant mental 
health concern have been identified, which have informed 
the criteria for compulsive sexual behavior disorder (CSBD) 
[4•, 5], adopted by the World Health Organization (WHO) 
to be included as an impulse control disorder in the Inter-
national Classification of Diseases (ICD-11) [6]. The use of 
Internet pornography, especially the problematic pornogra-
phy use (PPU), has been a growing focus of academic study 
and public concern.

Although the symptoms proposed in diagnostic criteria 
for CSBD can be interpreted using an addiction frame-
work [7], the conceptualizations and diagnostic category 
are still an issue of debate [8]. Given that addiction cannot 
be assessed on the basis of self-report alone without an in-
depth clinical interview [9•], the term problematic pornog-
raphy use (PPU) is therefore used in general, which covers a 
broader concept of the dysfunctional use. However, as other 
researchers proposed, current understanding of pornogra-
phy and PPU has cultural limitations since previous studies 
mainly took place in Western, industrialized countries with 
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predominately Christian samples [10•]. This is a significant 
limitation to consider for how PPU is defined and treated 
since the norms, value systems, and experiences of indi-
viduals from other cultural backgrounds may differ from the 
well-studied Western perspectives regarding pornography 
use and other sexual behaviors.

China is a typical sexually conservative cultural context 
country [11, 12]; the attitude toward sex, pornography, sex-
ual behaviors, and sexual well-being are considerably differ-
ent from a more permissive climate or culture. Furthermore, 
cultural characteristics may influence negative attitudes 
toward pornography use [13]. Some have proposed that 
conservative sexual cultures may influence self-perception 
of PPU as well [14]. Individuals in sexually conservative 
cultures (i.e., traditional Asian cultures that stress sexual 
conservatism) may feel more conflict and negative emo-
tions about their use given that it may be in opposition to 
their sexual moral values, and may be more likely to label 
themselves as being addicted to pornography. Therefore, it 
is necessary to understand PPU in China, which may reflect 
the influence of the conservative culture on PPU. In this 
review, the motivations of pornography use in Chinese par-
ticipants were compared with those in other countries, the 
screening tools and prevalence of PPU in China were sum-
marized, the core symptoms of PPU in Chinese subjects 
were explained, and finally, interventions and treatment for 
PPU were discussed.

Pornography Use Motivations

Examining the motivations of pornography use may result 
in a more detailed understanding of pornography-viewing 
behaviors including PPU. Evidence have demonstrated 
that up to 40–50% of the variance in alcohol consumption 
and internet gaming disorder may be explained by drink-
ing motives and gaming motives, respectively [15, 16]. It 
is worth emphasizing that the motivation to participate in 
internet pornography is complex, diversified, and variable. 
According to a survey conducted nearly 20 years ago, Chi-
nese college students used pornography for four motivations: 
fresh feeling and curiosity and satisfaction of sensory stimu-
lation (30.6%); eliminate loneliness, relieve pressure, and 
relieve sexual distress (27.4%); recreation and sex education 
(32.3%); satisfying psychological sexual needs; and improv-
ing sexual desire (9.68%) [17]. This finding was similar with 
results from western permissive culture. A recent review 
mostly based on western studies shows that pornography 
was most often consumed for pleasure-seeking purposes 
[18]. Studies from USA show that higher erotophobia pre-
dicts greater motivation to engage in internet pornography 
use [19], and are a common predictor of online sexual activi-
ties (OSA) in both men and women [18]. In 2020, during 

the outbreak of the COVID-19, one unpublished reported 
showed that the characteristics of the pornography use moti-
vations in both Chinese men and women were stress reduc-
tion, self-exploration, and fantasy, but men have stronger 
motivation to use porn than women (unpublished data).1 
This change may be associated to the fear of COVID-19, 
because these participants had a high fear of COVID-19 
when they are watching news and stories about COVID-19 
on social media. During the home quarantine restrictions, 
the Anonymity, Convenience, and Escape (ACE) characters 
of internet pornography may have promoted the public to 
use internet porn as a coping strategy, to alleviate the stress 
caused by the uncertainty of life and anxiety regarding the 
epidemic and threats to health [20]. This finding supported 
the hypothesis that problematic internet pornography use has 
a unique psychological mechanism based on the characters 
of internet.

Certain motivations may differentiate between types of 
engagement (i.e., problematic or non-problematic use). In 
American treatment-seeking men (seeking to reduce their 
pornography consumption) sample, the majority of signifi-
cant endorsements were made for sexual pleasure (76%), 
followed by excitement seeking (58%), emotional avoidance 
(49%), and sexual curiosity (12%) [21]. These findings were 
similar with the undergraduate students (Paul, 2009). In a 
Chinese sample, investigated with the Pornography Use 
Motivations Scale (PUMS), the most significant motivation 
was self-exploration (unpublished data). There are two rea-
sons for this discrepancy. First, the American participants 
were adults and most of them had sexual experience; in con-
trast, a significant number of the Chinese sample were ado-
lescents. Second, the cultural difference may explain. Asians 
are considerably more conservative and traditional than 
Whites in sexual attitudes and behavior [22]. The permissive 
context highlights the importance of sexual pleasure. But 
in more conservative cultures, non-marital or recreational 
sexual activities are often stigmatized, and member’s sexual-
ity are controlled and tie the sexuality of an individual, espe-
cially a woman’s, to family honor [23]. In the conservative 
Chinese context, it is not very comfortable talking openly 
about sex, and the sex education is lacking, which may lead 
adolescents to explore through pornography use.

1 Jiang & Chen (2021). Characteristic of the motivation basis of por-
nography use and its impact on individual’s online sexual activities 
among public population: a network approach, submitted.
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Screening for Problematic Pornography Use 
and the Prevalence

The PPU prevalence rates range from 0.1 to 13%, which 
may be reflective of the challenges attributed to the incon-
sistencies in defining criteria due to not having a formal 
definition of the disorder [8]. Only 12.2% of women 
watched no pornography at all in a sample of German 
women [4•] and more than 90% of men reported view-
ing pornography in several studies [5–8]. Studies in Aus-
tralia and Europe have reported that the prevalence of PPU 
ranges from 0.1 to 5% for women and from 2 to 13% for 
men. In China, according to a report in 2004, among the 
surveyed college students, 17.8% of them reported that 
they almost never browse pornographic websites on their 
own initiative, 56.8% admitted they usually participated 
in online sexual behaviors once a week, and the average 
time spent on internet pornography is about 1 h a week. 
In this survey, the Cybersex Screening Test [24] was used 
to screen for PPU and the results showed that 25.15% of 
college students were at risk of PPU [17]. Other recent 
surveys showed that more than 90% of adults and 80% of 
teenagers have reported experiences of online pornogra-
phy [25, 26]. Among a community sample, screened by 
the PPCS-18 (the Problematic Pornography Consumption 
Questionnaire), about 9.14 percent of adult users are prone 
to PPU [27]. Consistent with other studies from western 
culture [5, 28, 29], compared with women, Chinese men 
engaged more in online pornography use [30] and had 
higher scores of PPU [31]. Together, these findings sug-
gest that pornography use is prevalent, but the PPU rate 
varied extremely.

Most likely, the inconsistencies in the ranges of preva-
lence estimates regarding PPU are due to the heterogeneity 
of assessment tools. The fundamental reason is that the 
definition and diagnostic criteria of PPU are still unclear. 
In order to address these conceptual ambiguities, research-
ers have developed several scales that measure different 
aspects of pornography use. Corresponding with the 
debate on the conceptualization of PPU, over 20 psycho-
metric instruments have been developed to assess various 
conceptualizations and aspects of PPU [7]. In conserva-
tive China, since pornography is seen as a difficult issue 
to talk about, the studies on PPU were lacking, which 
may contribute to the fact that there were not any origi-
nal screeners. In order to know the occurrence of PPU in 
China, researchers have translated several scales, includ-
ing the Short Internet Addiction Test Adapted to OSAs 
(s-IAT-sex) [32], the Problematic Pornography Use Scale 
(PPUS) [33], the Problematic Pornography Consumption 
Scale (PPCS-18) [34], and the Brief Pornography Screener 
(BPS) [27]. These screeners were confirmed valid in 

Chinese context. In comparison with PPUS and s-IAT-sex, 
the PPCS-18 demonstrated stronger reliability and valid-
ity, including criterion validity, as well as greater sensitiv-
ity and acceptable specificity [27]. Moreover, the PPCS-18 
was developed in Hungarian, and appearing invariance in 
Hungarian and Chinese community men, and the PPCS 
revealed different characteristics of sub-clinical and com-
munity Chinese sample [34].

Although debates continue regarding PPU being consid-
ered as a behavioral addiction, many researchers propose 
that PPU includes components of addiction (i.e., salience, 
compulsive use despite negative consequence) [7]. Several 
Chinese studies proposed that PPU may be distinguished 
with comprehensive screening tools [27]. One research 
showed the PPCS-18, PPUS, and s-IAT-sex score were 
robustly related to amounts of use (i.e., the duration of 
usage, frequency of engagement), pornography cravings, 
and sexual compulsivity [27]. PPU can appear under the 
umbrella of CSBD, similarly to frequent engaging in vari-
ous forms of cybersex, intense craving for pornography, 
and compulsive sexual behaviors, insofar that co-screening 
instruments (i.e., pornography craving, frequency and dura-
tion of use, compulsive use) are expected to work as auxil-
iary screening indicators. Moreover, the BPS was used as a 
screen tool focusing on measuring the lack of self-control 
and overuse of pornography in order to identify individuals 
at risk of PPU. In a most recent study, BPS was in combina-
tion with PPCS-18, moral conflict to identify the individuals 
with self-perceived PPU, impaired control, and PPU [35].

Core Symptoms and Diagnostic Elements 
of PPU

To better assess, intervene, and treat PPU, it is essential to 
explore the characteristics of PPU. A network results dis-
played withdrawal as the most crucial factor in Hungarian 
and Chinese community samples, as well as among the Chi-
nese sub-clinical men (out-of-control in porn use screened 
by the BPS); among sub-clinical participants, tolerance also 
contributed importantly, being second only to withdrawal 
[34]. These findings suggest that withdrawal and toler-
ance are particularly important in PPU diagnosing across 
Chinese-Hungarian community samples. It should be noted 
that the PPU of this study was measured using PPCS-18, 
which is a measurement tool based on the theoretical frame-
work of six-factor model of addiction; the core symptoms 
and diagnosing elements may differ in different theoretical 
framework of PPU.

In the help-seeking sample, there are a section of indi-
viduals with self-perceived PPU without objective behav-
ior dysregulation [36]; therefore, in order to improve the 
effectiveness of clinical interventions, it is important to 
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differentiate the symptoms of concern in order to success-
fully treat the presenting problems for each individual. 
Impaired control was proposed to play an important role 
in excluding the self-perceived individuals when screening 
PPU in help-seeking individual [10•]. According to a recent 
study from China, three groups of pornography users were 
identified in a sample of help-seeking men: men with self-
perceived PPU, impaired control, and PPU group [35]. To 
explore the features of these potential groups in quantitative 
use (usage time and frequency of porn use) and qualitative 
use (porn craving, compulsive use, and mental health), as 
well as their core symptoms of PPU, it would be helpful to 
have identified evidenced-based interventions for each group 
in order to address the specific problems of concern.

One of our unpublished reports has displayed that fre-
quency of pornography use was important for the identi-
fication of self-perceived problematic individuals, while 
severity of use such as porn craving, compulsive use, and 
mental health (negative consequence) were more effective 
in identifying individuals with disordered behaviors. The 
core characteristics of PPU were salience, withdrawal, and 
tolerance, while the impaired control group mainly endorsed 
salience as their core symptom. However, since these studies 
are still based on the participant’s self-report, it is urgent to 
support the importance of these factors (i.e., impaired con-
trol, tolerance, withdrawal) in the diagnosis of PPU to also 
include other evidences such as behavioral reaction time and 
electrophysiological activities. An electro-encephalographic 
study provided event-related-potential (ERP) evidence sug-
gesting that individuals with features of cybersex addiction 
were more impulsive in the two-choice oddball task than 
healthy participants and shared neuropsychological and ERP 
characteristics of individuals with substance or behavioral 
addictions [37].

Therapy and Intervention for PPU

Some individuals experience problems with pornography 
use. Although faced with a debate in the field on the concep-
tion, screening, and the diagnosis standards of PPU, some 
therapists and clinical psychologists have made various 
attempts to treat addictive or compulsive use on basis of 
the clients’ characteristics and their own understanding of 
PPU [28, 38]. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) 
was attested as an effective treatment intervention for self-
perceived PPU [39]. However, since ACT is related to the 
clients’ sexual attitude, gender, race, geographical region, 
and religious belief, the generalization is limited. Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy (CBT) was used along with paroxetine, 
a serotonin reuptake inhibitor to reduce the pornography 
use [38].

In China, there are not enough psychotherapy providers 
to meet the treatment needs of those with PPU [40], due to 
very few therapists being trained to treat people experienc-
ing pornography use related problems. As aforementioned, 
the Chinese culture is a conservative one where emotional 
and psychological readiness for exposure to pornography 
and sexual material might be low, given the fact that sex-
ual disclosure and pornography lead to conflict with social 
attitudes toward sex. Consequently, pornography is viewed 
clandestinely and the impact it leaves (e.g., addictive behav-
iors) can be disregarded and underdiagnosed. Different from 
gaming addicts and shopping addicts, individuals who have 
problems with pornography use more likely feel shame and 
embarrassment; they are often reluctant to admit their prob-
lems to others and therefore are often reluctant to seek in-
person treatment. Therefore, other than drug therapy and 
traditional psychotherapy, it is necessary to explore the new 
intervention methods, so as to meet the imbalance of “treat-
ment supply and demand,” to make up for the deficiency of 
the existing mental health service system.

The popularity of the internet makes it more feasible to 
conduct an online self-help program to assist the individu-
als with PPU. In Switzerland, a platform, Hands-off (www. 
hands- off. net), has been developed based on the principles 
of motivational interviewing, CBT, mindfulness tech-
niques, and “wise” social-psychological interventions [41]. 
In China, there are still no professional programs to supply 
therapeutic treatment and intervention for PPU. Only some 
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) have spontane-
ously provided a Network forum for those who feel they 
have problems with pornography use. The registered par-
ticipants can communicate on these platforms, for instance, 
“sexual abstinence” forum (similar to the bulletin board sys-
tem, BBS) on “Baidu,” an online interactive platform for 
abstaining from masturbation, and “Reyboys,” a “Mutual 
Aid” platform developed by a NGO, which aimed to help 
the adolescents who have problems with pornography use. 
The Reyboys mainly adopt a volunteer service system. The 
volunteer recruits the registered participants to self-control 
in porn use, encourages the registered members to partici-
pant in sports, and establish a regular life schedule; the par-
ticipants are allowed to build small team to encourage and 
supervise each other. These online platforms may be of ben-
efit for the users with pornography use problems by provid-
ing a network for them to communicate. However, these plat-
forms did not screen the registered members at first, and are 
lacking in skillful guidance of professional psychotherapy 
facilitation. For example, a recent qualitative study reported 
that an internet organization tended to use Buddhist tenets to 
persuade the users to practice “abstinence” and stigmatized 
masturbation (which may accompany pornography use) as 
“evil sex” and “moral irrationality” [42].
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Conclusion

In this review, the pornography use motivation, prevalence, 
screening scales, diagnosing elements, and intervention situ-
ation in China were described. In Chinese culture, elements 
derived from the teachings of Confucius have been previ-
ously cited as the distal historical basis of sexual conserva-
tism [43]. Despite recent waves of sexual revolution in China 
[44], Chinese people tend to be more sexually conservative 
or restrictive compared to Western standards. Rather than 
sexual pleasure in permissive countries, their most signifi-
cant pornography use motivations were self-exploration and 
self-education. The prevalence of PPU in China are fluc-
tuant mostly resulting from the different assessment tools. 
Although there were not innovative screening scales in 
China, several scales including addiction factors were con-
firmed valid in Chinese samples. The core symptoms of PPU 
among Chinese adults and adolescents implied that impaired 
control was the crucial feature to exclude the purely subjec-
tive self-perceived PPU from the dysregulation in pornogra-
phy use, and withdrawal and tolerance were the identifiable 
elements for PPU in the framework of addiction. China has 
a large population and a large base of people sought help for 
pornography use; nevertheless, there is still a significant lack 
of professional psychotherapy services and intervention sys-
tems, creating a supply–demand imbalance in PPU service.
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