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Abstract

Background: Sexual stimuli, such as sexual videos, images, and narratives describing sexual interactions, are one of many tools used by clinicians
and researchers to elicit or augment sexual response. Given the wide variability within sexual stimuli and their effects on sexual response, we
provide guidance on when and how to use sexual stimuli, selecting sexual stimuli, and standardizing the use and reporting of sexual stimuli in
research and clinical practice.
Aim: This expert opinion review article discusses standard operating procedures when using sexual stimuli in clinical and research applications,
addressing 3 broad areas: settings in which sexual stimuli are used, characteristics and contexts of the stimuli, and practical and ethical
considerations when using the stimuli.
Methods: This article is based on an expert opinion review of the sexual psychophysiology literature.
Results: First, we discuss the settings in which sexual stimuli are typically used and evaluate the ecological validity of each setting. Second, we
review the types of sexual stimuli used in sexual response research, including physical characteristics, depicted sexual activity, and context, and
the impacts of these characteristics on sexual response. Last, we discuss the practical and ethical considerations that come with the choice and
use of sexual stimuli in clinical and research settings. We address potential limitations of certain sexual stimuli, including practical and ethical
considerations such as participant vs experimenter choice, diversity and representation, and proper sourcing of sexual stimuli for use in clinical
and research applications. Discussions on the future applications of sexual stimuli, such as the use of virtual reality, and ethical considerations
in terms of user-generated Internet sexual stimuli are also explored.
Conclusion: We provide an expert opinion review of the literature regarding use of sexual stimuli for clinical and research applications and offer
best use practices and recommendations.
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Sexual stimuli—explicit audio and/or visual depictions of
individuals that feature erotic content, sexual activities, or sex-
ual interactions with others—are commonly used to elicit sex-
ual arousal for the purposes of research, for clinical assessment
of sexual interests, or as part of clinical treatment of sexual
difficulties. Of all sexual stimulus modalities used in sexual
psychophysiology, videos and still pictures have received the
greatest attention within sexual response research. Given the
proliferation of sexual stimuli freely available online, the
selection of sexual stimuli for research and clinical purposes
should ideally be guided by knowledge of the research litera-
ture in terms of effects of sexual stimuli on sexual response,
individual preferences, and ethical considerations with respect
to the production and dissemination of sexual material.

This expert opinion review provides guidance for the use
and selection of sexual stimuli in research and clinical set-
tings. The review is not intended to be exhaustive, as in a
scoping or systematic review, but rather guided by research on

best practices of sexual stimuli for sexual psychophysiology
research and clinical practice. First, we describe the settings
in which sexual stimuli are typically used and how different
settings affect the use of sexual stimuli (see Settings). Second,
we examine variability in sexual stimulus content and their
subsequent effects on sexual responses (see Characteristics).
Last, we review considerations for choosing and using sexual
stimuli in clinical and research settings (see Considerations).

Settings

Sexual stimuli are used in a range of settings to meet several
different objectives, including research assessment in labora-
tories (e.g., sexual medicine, psychophysiology) and clinical
assessment in hospital and treatment settings (e.g., foren-
sic assessment). In some cases, home assessment of sexual
response can occur for both research and clinical purposes.
Although these settings differ, they share a similar goal of
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using sexual stimuli to generate sexual arousal (e.g., changes
in genital vasocongestion, subjective experience of sexual
arousal) and/or examine patterns of sexual response to a range
of different sexual cues (e.g., comparing sexual responses
to adult vs child sexual cues). Results of these assessments
are used to inform treatments of sexual disorders,1 address
research questions about sexual response, or obtain diagnostic
information regarding forensically significant sexual attrac-
tions, such as sexual attraction to minors.2

In a laboratory setting, researchers aim to maximize exper-
imental control in terms of standardizing the sexual stimuli
presented to participants, and standardizing the setting in
terms of comfort, lighting, and other distractions.3. Because of
the controlled nature of the environment, in-lab research can
use a wider variety of data collection methods that incorporate
sexual stimuli and can also allow the researcher to experimen-
tally manipulate the conditions under which sexual stimuli
are viewed (e.g., typical testing condition vs false feedback
about responses).4 Home settings, such as a participant’s
residence, are less common but could potentially be a more
ecologically valid location to study sexual response, at the
expense of experimental control over confounding variables,
such as distraction.

Laboratory assessment

In laboratory research settings, sexual stimuli are typically
employed to evoke sexual response in service of research
goals such as understanding how sexual stimuli impact sexual
arousal and desire,5 orgasm,6 and sexual-related disgust,7

or how different sexual content impacts sexual response.8

The types of sexual stimuli used in laboratory settings may
include sexually explicit written narratives,9,10 images of
nude people,11 still images depicting sexual activity,12 and
sexually explicit film clips with the audio either included
or omitted.13 Typically, a participant is exposed to a sexual
stimulus for a predetermined time period14 and their physi-
ological and/or subjective sexual response are measured and
recorded, either concurrently or after viewing the stimuli (see
Chivers et al5 for a review of other methodologies). Each
method of self-report has its strengths and weaknesses.15 For
example, discrete measures of subjective sexual arousal are
more prone to impression management than contiguous mea-
surements.15 Qualitative reactions to sexual stimuli can also
be collected to complement psychophysiological measures and
provide more insight into individual experience of sexual
stimuli.16

One concern of using sexual stimuli in controlled envi-
ronments is ecological validity, or the extent to which the
results generalize outside the lab. Research has indicated
mixed results regarding whether participants’ arousal in lab
settings reflect their experiences in a more natural setting.6,17

To mimic a comfortable environment similar to one’s home,
in-lab studies can provide the participant with a comfortable
chair, blankets, dim lighting, an intercom system for com-
munication, and perhaps most importantly, privacy. Despite
these comforts, the artificial nature of research laboratories
compared with an at-home environment may remain a con-
cern for participants. The awareness of being in a lab and
having responses monitored by experimenters can potentially
inhibit participants’ reactions to sexual stimuli, as can being
semi-nude in a laboratory.18 Bloemers et al.17 reported that
healthy control participants watching sexual stimuli felt less
inhibited when at home compared with an in-lab setting. One

of the ways that this can happen is through observer effects,
which occur when the participant has the sensation of feeling
“watched”by the research team, and therefore cannot react to
the stimuli in the same way they would in a natural setting.19

Given that individuals typically engage in sexual behaviors
at home in a private location, the artificiality of a lab may
lead a participant to feel uncomfortable when viewing sexual
stimuli.19

Clinical assessment

In clinical and therapeutic settings addressing concerns with
sexual difficulties, such as low arousal or lack of orgasm,
sexual stimuli can be used as part of treatment to pro-
vide psychoeducation, or to augment sexual response dur-
ing homework exercises.1,20–23 Practitioners typically use
their judgment to determine whether to use sexual stimuli
in treatment24 or how much choice clients should have over
these stimuli.21,25 While most practitioners believe that using
sexual stimuli in therapy can be helpful,25 rationales for the
clinical utility of such stimuli are often not data-driven but
instead based either on theory or practitioners’ clinical obser-
vations.21,26 Whether clinical treatment that includes sexual
stimuli is superior to treatment without has not been empiri-
cally established, and practitioners should be mindful that not
all reactions to sexual stimuli are benign or positive. Given
the potential for some stimuli to be harmful,27 particularly
when naïve clients are not prepared or given informed choice
on the nature and content of stimuli used in treatment,20

some curation by the practitioner is strongly advised given
the easy availability of potentially harmful depictions (e.g.,
aggressive and degrading sexual interactions) in free, online
sexual stimuli. Sexual stimuli procured purposely for use in
treatment settings might be more desirable than sending a
client on to the Internet to discover their sexual interests. At
the same time, clinicians’ comfort level with sexual stimuli
may bias judgment of what sexual stimulus will produce a
positive and therapeutic experience for their client. Previewing
by the client, either by vignettes or written descriptions, may
reduce possible discomfort or harm associated with using
sexual stimuli selected by others.

In forensic clinical settings, sexual stimuli are used to evoke
sexual response to provide an objective assessment of atypical
sexual interests, such as interests in nonconsenting sexual
activities or in children.28 These assessments cannot rely
on self-reported sexual interests given the likelihood that
someone may deny or minimize these interests because of
the social and legal consequences. For example, an individual
who has been arrested for sexual contact with a child can be
presented with sexual stimuli depicting adult vs child sexual
targets while their genital sexual response is simultaneously
measured. A trained administrator then assesses their sexual
arousal patterns and infers relative sexual interest in children.
Similarly, individuals can be presented with sexual stimuli
depicting mutually consenting sexual interactions or coercive
or even violent, nonconsenting interactions. The response
patterns can indicate relative sexual interest in nonconsenting
sexual activities.29 Results of these assessments are important
for decisions about case formulation, diagnosis, treatment,
and risk management.30

Importantly, the types of sexual stimuli that can be used in
forensic settings vary by jurisdiction. While both Canadian
and American practitioners can use audio narratives that
describe coercive or violent sexual interactions,30 the use of
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visual material differs between the 2 countries. Canadian
law allows the use of sexually explicit visual depictions of
minors for clinical and research purposes, while such material
is prohibited in the United States.28 American practitioners
then might use audio stimuli describing sexual interactions
with minors compared with interactions with adults. These
audio stimuli are also effective in identifying atypical sexual
interests in coercive or violent interactions, or in minors,
though not as well as visual stimuli.31,32 Because of legal pro-
hibitions and ethical objections to the use of sexually explicit
visual stimuli depicting minors in the United States, computer-
generated sexual stimulus sets depicting fictional persons have
also been developed.33 Indeed, many innovations in sexual
stimulus development and assessment methodology have been
driven by forensic concerns because of the social and legal
stakes involved. This includes a lot of the earlier research
comparing stimulus modalities (audio vs. visual) and the
emergence of stimulus sets that have been validated in multiple
studies.34

Home assessment

When sexual stimuli are viewed in a natural setting such as
one’s home, the environment is more under the control of the
participant, rather than the experimenter.10 Physiological sex-
ual response can be assessed in at-home settings17; however,
given the costs associated with ambulatory equipment, many
studies rely on self-report measures, administered via mobile
device or computer.7 Another method of at-home assessment
of sexual response to sexual stimuli includes experiments that
provide video/audio clips through an online survey platform,
followed by self-reported subjective experiences of sexual
response.35 Concerns with sexual response assessments in at-
home environments include potential distractions,17 which
may negatively affect sexual response.36 Researchers keen
to employ at-home assessment methods are advised to con-
sider protocols to control or reduce distraction in at-home
settings.

Virtual reality

Virtual reality (VR) is now being used in sexuality research37

to bridge the gap between at-home and in-lab environments,
potentially increase the ecological validity of sexual response
assessments,38 and fully control characteristics of depicted
persons such as age, gender, and body type.39 VR allows a
180◦ immersive experience for the participant by providing
virtual environments that mimic real-world environments.
When sexual stimuli are viewed through a VR device, the
participant may feel more involved in the scenario. The sex-
ual stimulus can be viewed from different points of view
(e.g., first- or third-person) and can engage more of the
sensorimotor system than more traditional forms of sexual
stimuli, such as 2-dimensional video clips.37 In this sense, VR
devices increase the sense of reality for the participant despite
their use in artificial environments, allowing them to feel
more physically and psychologically connected to the sexual
stimulus. In forensic research and clinical settings, virtual
reality can be used to generate sexually problematic scenarios
(e.g., involving minors and/or violence) without the use of
actual persons.37,39 As a result, the use of these avatars is
gaining momentum, particularly in the assessment and study
of pedophilia.39 Virtual reality may not be suitable for all,
given this modality can induce motion sickness and vertigo.40

Characteristics of sexual stimuli modality and

content, and effects on sexual response
Modality
Sexual stimuli can be presented through several different
sensory modalities such as visual (e.g., films, still pictures),
audio (e.g., narratives describing sexual interactions, sex-
ual vocalizations), and touch (e.g., genital vibration). The
most commonly used modality in research settings is audio-
visual sexual stimuli: videos depicting sexual activities pre-
sented with sound. Audiovisual sexual stimuli are a composite
of stimulus modalities—visual and auditory—and evoke the
greatest genital and subjective sexual response in cisgender
women41 and men.42 Sexual vocalizations, such as moans and
sighs, further enhance sexual response when accompanying
visual cues, evoking stronger genital responses vs silent visual
cues among cisgender men,43 and amplifying self-reported
sexual arousal across genders.44

Content
Sexual stimuli varies along at least 3 content dimensions
(while we identify 3 dimensions here, other dimensions could
be described depending on the nature of the research ques-
tion[s]): the physical characteristics of actors, depicted sexual
activities, and contexts within which actor interactions are
embedded. When examining differences in sexual response
to sexual stimuli, it is also important to consider how all 3
content dimensions relate to the individual’s sexual interests.
Models of sexual response generally predict greater sexual
response to stimuli that are associated with sexual rewards,
such as preferred (i.e., aligns with one’s sexual interests) vs
nonpreferred (i.e., does not align with one’s sexual inter-
ests) sexual stimuli.45,46 Greater sexual response to one’s
preferred sexual stimuli is referred to as category specificity.
Sexual responses that do not significantly differ between
preferred/nonpreferred categories, yet are significantly higher
than responses to a neutral stimulus, are described as category
nonspecific. Incorporating the idea of specificity across the
3 content dimensions mentioned previously, sexual responses
to sexual stimuli can vary by the categories of sexual cues
presented, and thus can be gender specific in the case of gender
cues in a sexual stimulus,11,47 activity specific in the case of
sexual activity cues in a sexual stimulus,48 and/or context
specific in the case of contextual cues in a sexual stimulus.49

Physical characteristics of actors
The first dimension, the physical characteristics of actors
in sexual stimuli, includes features such as gender, age,
physical attractiveness,50 and race35; other features may also
be relevant; however, the bulk of sexual psychophysiology
research has focused on these characteristics. The effects of
gender cues on sexual response are investigated by examining
sexual response to sexual stimuli that depict both preferred
and nonpreferred genders. Studies indicate some gendered
effects in sexual response in addition to an interaction
between physical characteristics and depicted sexual activities:
cisgender women with predominant or exclusive sexual
attraction to men demonstrate gender-nonspecific sexual
response to complex sexual stimuli depicting gender and
sexual activity cues, while gender specificity is found for
cisgender women who report predominant or exclusive sexual
attraction to women.8 When sexual activity and context
cues are absent, and sexual stimuli depict sexually aroused
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genitals only, all women demonstrate gender-specific sexual
responses.45,47,49 Bisexual, gay, and heterosexual cisgender
men also show gender-specific response patterns.51,52 Sexual
psychophysiology data from transgender people are few,52,53

and to our knowledge, no research examining responses
of nonbinary and gender diverse individuals has yet been
conducted.

The investigation of age as an actor characteristic effect has
largely focused on pedophilia in samples of sexually offending
cisgender men. Age characteristic effects are observable in gen-
ital and self-reported sexual responses, with greater response
to preferred age categories.54 Less is known about actor
age effects on cisgender women; however, some researchers
theorize that female genital response patterns could similarly
follow the pattern demonstrated in samples of men.55

Actor attractiveness influences sexual response,50 with
both women and men showing the greatest genital and self-
reported sexual response to attractive vs unattractive still
images (attractiveness judged by third parties). Similarly,
Janssen et al56 demonstrated that actor attractiveness is
correlated with self-reported arousal. Attractiveness, however,
is highly contingent upon cultural norms, such as Eurocentric
beauty standards highly prevalent within Western cultures57

favoring European features (e.g., light skin, straight hair) over
non-Western features (e.g., dark skin, curly hair). Ideas of
attractiveness are also influenced by racial homophily and
attitudes, such that sexual arousal is greatest to films depicting
actors of the same race as viewers,58,59 and moderated by
racial attitudes.35

Sexual activities depicted
The range of depicted sexual activities within sexual stimuli
can be considered along at least 3 subdimensions: inten-
sity, preferredness, and consensuality. Stimulus intensity varies
within sexual stimuli, with explicit depictions of genital sexual
interactions perceived as high-intensity sexual stimuli and
erotic interactions (i.e., foreplay, caressing, kissing) as low-
intensity sexual stimuli.60–62 Cisgender women and men tend
to show greater genital and subjective sexual responses to
high-intensity sexual stimuli such as sexual intercourse.63,64

A positive linear relationship has been demonstrated between
arousal and stimulus intensity; as stimulus intensity increases
from nonexplicit depictions of a nude person exercising, to
a single person masturbating, to a couple having sex, genital
and subjective sexual arousal also increases.47

Sexual activities vary in preferredness for certain sex acts.
Preferred sexual activities are typically consensual, involv-
ing conventional genital and oral sexual interactions with-
out pain or violence. People who report normative sexual
interests demonstrate activity specificity, showing the greatest
response to normative activities, whereas participants report-
ing interest in kink/BDSM showed little differentiation in
sexual responses to normative and kink narratives.48 Partner
number may also be a sexual activity preference65; stud-
ies featuring dyadic and group sexual stimuli found that
participants’ sexual responses were highest to the group sex
stimuli.66,67 However, it is unclear if these results reflect
a preference for group or are a result of higher stimulus
intensity, with more attractive actors and more sexual activity
depicted.

Consensuality has been largely investigated among cisgen-
der men who have sexually offended, to identify correlates of
sexual interest in sexual violence and coercion, as well as the

effect of power dynamics on sexual response. The literature
generally indicates a level of activity specificity: Participants
who did not report an interest in sexual coercion or sadism
had greater genital responses to consensual nonviolent sex,
while those who did report an interest showed greater genital
responses to nonconsensual intercourse.68,69

Relationship context of sexual interactions
Sexual stimuli depicting interactions between actors are
embedded within social contexts, such as whether they
are presented in romantic and sexual relationships, which
often conform to expected scripts for sexual activity.70

The relationships between depicted actors are rarely made
explicit in sexual stimuli. However, some research has
investigated the effects of relationship context (e.g., strangers,
friends, long-term romantic partners) on sexual response
and demonstrated that both women’s and men’s genital
and subjective sexual responses are sensitive to relationship
context cues.9,71 Individual differences in sociosexuality
(interest in casual, uncommitted sex) impact women’s and
men’s sexual responses to casual and unknown sexual
partners.72 Other contexts, such as gender equality in sexual
interactions, can additionally impact sexual response. For
example, Laan et al73 examined sexual stimuli aimed at
gendered audiences, comparing a typical sexual film with a
female-centered film that depicted woman-initiated sex, equal
roles in sexual desire and pleasure, and perceptible attraction
between actors. Cisgender women reported greater subjective
sexual arousal to the female-centered film, while their genital
responses did not differ across films.

Considerations for the choice and use of
sexual stimuli

Many decision points come with selecting and using sexual
stimuli, whether it be for research or clinical practice. In
addition to factors associated with research questions, exper-
imental designs, and participant comfort, selection of sexual
stimuli for research and clinical purposes is also shaped by
consideration for a host of other factors reflecting ethical and
fair usage of sexual media.

Participant vs experimenter choice

In research settings, it is common practice for the experimenter
to select the sexual stimuli and control which stimulus fea-
tures are manipulated in their experimental design without
consultation with research participants. This is typical, and
necessary, in settings in which the objective is to observe
sexual responses to specific sexual stimulus features, such as
the modality, length, intensity, actors, or sex acts depicted,
and compare responses with a neutral or control category of
stimulus. As such, experimental control over the content and
modality of sexual stimuli increases the internal validity of a
study. This experimental control may come at a cost, however,
as several studies have demonstrated that researcher-selected
films result in lower subjective sexual arousal.7,56,74

When the purpose of using sexual stimuli is simply to
evoke a strong sexual response, not to test which stimulus
features are important, experimental control over content
features is often not as relevant as the subjective experience
of the participant. Recently, researchers have considered the
potential implications when sexual stimuli are chosen by the
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research participants. Goldey and van Anders7 found that
participants who self-selected erotic films responded with
not only greater self-reported sexual arousal and enjoyment,
but also greater disgust, guilt, and embarrassment, compared
with erotic researcher-selected films. These disgust, guilt,
and embarrassment responses were mitigated when the
researchers preselected erotic films that participants later
chose from, such that arousal, enjoyment, and negative affect
were all lower compared with fully participant-selected erotic
films. Bouchard74 similarly demonstrated that subjective and
genital responses were significantly greater to a participant-
chosen film relative to a researcher-selected film. Although
more research is needed to examine the effects of self-chosen
erotica on participant responses, allowing participants to
select from a collection of preselected sexual stimuli by
researchers may be a suitable option for maximizing the
ecological validity of sexual response studies, maximizing
self-reported and genital arousal, and minimizing negative
affect.

Many published research studies do not provide suffi-
cient details about how the sexual stimuli were selected.
In a review of sexual neuroimaging literature, Van‘t Hof
and Cera75 indicated that selection by the experimenter is
the most common method for stimulus selection. However,
this selection method may result in sexual stimuli that do
not align with the participant’s sexual desires and interests.
While it is likely impossible to tailor the ideal stimulus for
each participant, stimulus selection should in some way be
informed by the target research group. It is also important to
reflect participant diversity in the selection of sexual stimuli
and to avoid content that fetishizes specific groups, e.g., in
depictions of submissive Asian women or dominant Black
men (unless the research question is about the effects of these
kinds of sexual content).76 While researchers should be careful
to avoid stereotypes and objectionable depictions of people
in sexual stimuli, they should ideally still seek consultation
(preferably compensated) from those depicted in the stimuli.

Diversity within sexual stimuli

Across settings, experimenters, clinicians, and educators using
sexual stimuli for work with targeted populations must con-
sider the coverage of population-specific content and deter-
mine which characteristics may need to be present within
the sexual stimuli to produce the desired outcomes. A wide
selection of sexual stimuli are freely available online depicting
a diverse range of stimulus features, such as the genders and
races/ethnicities of the actors, in addition to a variety of sexual
acts (i.e., cunnilingus, fellatio, penetrative intercourse, mas-
turbation, coupled or group sex, etc.). Despite this diversity,
sexually explicit media often overemphasize heteronormative
and Eurocentric scripts (e.g., sexual acts between cisgender
women and men; mostly White actors).27 Sexual stimuli with
characteristics outside these scripts can be limited in com-
parison. Diversity in terms of bodies and body parts (i.e.,
penises/vulvas, breasts) are also remiss from sexually explicit
media, such that the bodies represented in sexually explicit
media are usually not representative of the bodies of the gen-
eral population.76 Unfortunately, available sexual stimuli with
diverse stimulus content tends to display violent, racist, sexist,
and other harmful imagery.76–80 Consequently, clinicians and
researchers may experience challenges when searching for
sexually explicit media if they want easily accessible sexual

stimuli with diverse stimulus features but do not want to
expose their clients and research participants to adverse sexual
imagery. Feminist porn websites serve as a move toward
an ethical alternative to mainstream websites, for accessing
sexual stimuli with nonviolent and nonsexist content to which
women and men are more likely to respond with similar
levels of subjective sexual arousal (some suggested websites
include Bellesa, FrolicMe, Afterglow, SexArt, and CrashPad;
The authors have no financial relationships to any of the
websites mentioned).56

Accessibility of stimuli

Few studies have examined how sexual stimuli can be made
accessible to those with disabilities. For those with visual
impairments, some literature exists on using audio described
video. Rojo López et al81 found that there were no significant
differences in cortisol between sighted and visually impaired
participants when viewing audio described (i.e., narrations
providing information about surrounding visual elements of a
piece of content) and typical audiovisual pornography. While
more research is needed, Audio described sexual stimuli may
increase accessibility to those who are visually impaired.

Sharing/updating stimulus sets

One potential distractor in sexual stimulus sets is the vin-
tage of the sexual stimuli. The production dates of sexual
stimuli can be distinguished via the performer’s clothing,
backgrounds, or even grooming, as in the case of body hair.82

While this is not inherently problematic, dated sexual stimuli
can be a distractor, particularly given that sexuality study
participants are often younger.83 To address this, sexual stim-
ulus sets should be examined and updated from time to time.
However, we do recognize that seeking out and validating
new sexual stimuli is time-consuming. A potential solution
may be to share sexual stimuli between researchers, allowing
researchers to update their stimulus sets without having to
invest resources in gathering and validating a new stimulus set.
However, ethical care should be taken in selecting and using
sexual stimuli.

Ethical considerations

Before the increased prevalence of online pornography, video-
tapes were common sources of experimental sexual stimuli
in sexual psychophysiology research.84,85 Indeed, the adage
that “the Internet is for porn,”86 while hyperbolic,87 is not
entirely without merit; Pornhub, one of the Internet’s most
frequented websites for sexual content, recently reported 130
million daily visits,88 which has only increased during the
COVID-19 pandemic.89,90 Sexual stimuli are common and
easily accessible on the Internet. However, increased access
and availability should be complemented by an awareness
of the ethical issues that impact choice and usage of sexual
stimuli.

While it is easy to find free and pirated (i.e., stolen) sexual
stimuli online, audio and visual quality can vary significantly.
Image quality is important for stimulus selection, particularly
in paradigms such as eye-tracking or neuroimaging, in which
variation in stimulus quality can produce confounds.91–93

Researchers and clinicians should also be aware of noncon-
sensual pornography (NCP), defined as the act of uploading
or publishing sexual images or films of a person without
their consent.94 NCP encompasses all forms of nonconsensual
pornography, including so-called revenge porn (i.e., sexual
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images or videos uploaded without the consent or knowl-
edge of the depicted person, often after the dissolution of
a relationship), the creation of computer-generated content
(i.e., deepfake porn), and child pornography. While the true
prevalence of NCP on the Internet is currently unknown and
difficult to ascertain,95,96 it is clear that some portion of
freely accessible sexual content is NCP.97 This is troubling, as
survivors of NCP report severe negative psychological effects
knowing depictions of them are seen by others, including
posttraumatic stress disorder, suicidal thoughts, anxiety, and
depression.97 It is also often challenging for survivors of NCP
to have content of themselves removed from public hosting
websites.98 Additionally, marginalized populations, such as
racialized and 2SLGBTQ+ people, are disproportionately
targets of NCP.98–100 While there has been some action to
minimize the availability of NCP on the Internet, including
Pornhub removing approximately 9 million videos uploaded
by unverified users and disabling downloads after investiga-
tions found numerous instances of NCP, including videos of
minors, on the site,101 researchers and clinicians should be
mindful of NCP when sourcing sexual stimuli online.

Sex workers, as well as other workers in the adult enter-
tainment industry, have proposed that paying for professional
sexual content, specifically from production companies or
performers with good reputations and track records of ethical
conduct, is one way to avoid NCP on the Internet.102 This
suggestion coincides with the basic principles of ethical porn, a
contested term generally referring to sexual content made eth-
ically in terms of informed consent among actors, workplace
conditions, performer health and safety, transparency, and
depicted sexual relations.103–105 While the availability of free
sexual content on the Internet has likely affected expectations
of paying for sexual content, sex work remains a legitimate
form of labor.106

In determining which production companies are ethical, it
is important to center the voices and experiences of perform-
ers and workers within the adult entertainment industry.107

Purchasing sexual stimuli, either directly from a production
company or the performers themselves, is also likely to pro-
vide the added benefit of high audio and visual quality. While
the definition of ethical may be contested, attempts can and
should be made by researchers and clinicians to move toward
obtaining sexual stimuli in a more ethical manner, one that
considers the conditions under which the sexual stimuli was
produced.

Copyright considerations

Researchers who have not yet used sexual stimuli and other
forms of media in experimental paradigms may be concerned
about the potential copyright issues that come with using
such stimuli without the creator’s knowledge or permission.
In countries such as Canada and the United States, copy-
right laws have fair dealing108 or fair use109 exemptions for
research purposes. While there are debates surrounding the
ethics of using copyrighted materials in research, particularly
with the rise of user-generated content on the Internet,110

using sexual stimuli for research purposes typically does not
infringe upon copyright law. However, it is advisable to check
the copyright laws of the country in which you plan on using
sexual stimuli to ensure that copyright will not be violated
in the research process. It should also be noted that these
copyright exemptions may only apply to research settings. For
clinical applications such as diagnostic assessments, in which

the clinician or researcher is being paid, using copyrighted
sexual stimuli in clinical settings may violate copyright law.

Crediting and sourcing

Finally, works produced using the sexual stimulus in question,
such as research articles, should sufficiently acknowledge the
stimuli used in the experimental paradigm, in keeping with
citation style standards, in a similar way to other audiovisual
media. This is not only important not only for proper recog-
nition of the work that goes into the production of sexual
stimuli, but also for replicability, which relies upon closely
following the original experiment’s settings and paradigms.111

Thus, the proper crediting of sexual stimuli can assist with
successful future study replications and help contribute to
open science practices.

Conclusion and recommendations

Several considerations should be made when selecting and
using sexual stimuli in clinical and research settings. In this
review, we focused on 3 domains of factors to consider: the
setting for sexual response assessment, the effects of stimulus
content and modality on sexual arousal, and the equitable
and ethical selection and use of sexual stimuli. In most uses
of sexual stimuli, the aim is for participants to experience and
report sexual responses that are a valid representation of their
sexual functioning, sexual attractions, and sexual interests.
Most importantly, we hope for participants to have a positive
experience. In making informed decisions about sexual stim-
uli, researchers and clinicians can mitigate potential harms
caused by sexual stimuli, both in terms of the impact on
participants, the impact on those depicted in sexual stimuli,
and the creators and distributors of sexual media content.
Next, we make general recommendations to consider for each
domain.

We encourage researchers and clinicians to consider the
impact of assessment setting and ecological validity of the
participant experience on sexual response. First, we must
accept that any assessment of sexual response is to some
degree artificial, and any choices will have both benefits and
costs. Laboratory assessment affords greater experimental
control but at the cost of potential observer effects and lower
ecological validity. Observer effects on experience of sexual
arousal in the laboratory could introduce confounds such that
response patterns or magnitudes of response may be impacted
by third variables like impression management.15 These third
variables, though fascinating themselves as moderators of
sexual response (and there are numerous others beyond the
scope of this review),112 should temper conclusions about sex-
ual responses, particularly when effects are not large. Home
assessment may be a comfortable setting that could facilitate
more representative sexual responding but may be more prone
to distraction and other loss of experimental control, plus
these methods may be less accessible to researchers. As such,
researchers primarily rely on laboratory-based assessment
of genital responses. Virtual reality technologies, which can
allow for more immersive and private experience of sexual
stimuli, can also be very intense for participants and in some
cases can cause vertigo or motion sickness. Understanding the
pros and cons associated with each setting can inform choices
and interpretations of response profiles and data.

Content and modality effects on sexual response should
also be considered as moderators of sexual response. If the
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goal is for participants to experience rapid, unambiguous,
and moderate-to-high levels of sexual arousal, films of people
engaged in sexual acts will in most cases elicit the greatest
genital and subjective sexual response. Researchers must con-
sider, however, that visual depictions of sexual acts may elicit
negative emotional responses, such as disgust, that could tem-
per sexual responses.113 Content effects caution researchers to
consider how the individuals and sex acts depicted in sexual
stimuli impact sexual response and participant experience.
Researchers should strive to include sexual cues that reflect
a participant’s sexual attractions and interests and, where
possible, have options for sexual stimuli that are optimal for
the population in terms of their sexuality, gender, and race.

Last, we encourage researchers to strive for ethical and
equitable sourcing and use of sexual stimuli. Concerningly,
many studies use sexual stimuli primarily depicting White,
cisgender, young, able-bodied, and thin performers who do
not reflect the diversity of participants, or depict heteronor-
mative activities that exclude the experiences of some partici-
pants. Care is needed by researchers to ensure that a variety of
scenes/actors/actions are included in sexual stimulus selection
and that the actors who were involved in the creation of sexual
stimuli are compensated fairly. The increase of user-generated
sexual stimuli on the Internet presents ethical concerns regard-
ing its use by researchers and clinicians. Special care should be
taken to avoid unethically sourced, nonconsensual content.

Sexual stimuli, when chosen with setting, goals, and effects
in mind, and when carefully sourced, can provide valuable
insights into sexual response and arousal that may be difficult
to attain through other methods used in research and clinical
settings. When combined with other research methods such
as self-report and physiological measures, we can further
understand sexual arousal and response from a holistic and
nuanced perspective, one that considers the interconnections
across methods and diversity within the whole person. We
encourage clinicians and researchers to consider these ethical
and practical matters regarding the guidance, selection, and
use of sexual stimuli in their clinical and research applications.
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