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It is a widespread belief that pornography causes negative attitudes 

toward women, but tests of this belief are contradictory. A large body of 

research has studied the effect of violent pornography on behavior, but 
the effects of erotica and violence have often been confounded. Thus, the 

relationship between pornography and attitudes toward women was 
assessed in two correlational studies, and the effect of (nonviolent) 
erotica on attitudes towards women was tested experimentally. The 

dependent measure was the score on a questionnaire measuring atti? 
tudes toward women and women's issues. The questionnaire possessed 
high reliability; factor analysis indicated a single general factor. Partici? 

pants included 184 psychology students and 20 patrons at an "adult" 
theater. Multiple linear regressions indicated that hours of viewing 

pornography was not a reliable predictor of attitudes toward women in 

either sample. Patrons of the adult theater, who viewed more pornogra? 
phy, had more favorable attitudes toward women than male or female 

college students. In Study 3, 75 students were randomly assigned to 
watch four hours of erotica or four hours of psychology films over five 
consecutive days. Power analysis indicated a strong test. Manipulation 
checks showed a difference in students' perception of the erotic nature of 
the videos, but attitudes toward women were not influenced by type of 
video. 

KEY WORDS: pornography, erotica, attitudes toward women 

A large body of research has centered on the effects of violent 

pornography on aggression directed by males at females (Linz, 1989). 

While the quantity of violent pornography may have increased in 

recent years, the vast majority available to consumers is the non? 

violent erotica material common in homes with a video player. In spite 

Correspondence should be sent to Vernon R. Padgett, Ph.D., Department of 

Psychology, Rio Hondo College, Whittier, CA 90608. 
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480 PADGETT ET AL. 

of the prevalence of such erotica and the contradictory findings related 

to such erotica (Linz, 1989), most existing research has focused atten? 

tion on violent pornography. This paper examines the relationship be? 

tween self-selected exposure to erotica materials and attitudes toward 

women (Study 1 and 2) and assesses the effect of repeated exposure to 

nonviolent erotica material on attitudes toward women (Study 3). 

These relationships are important not only because changes in atti? 

tude are directly related to aggression against women (Malamuth & 

Donnerstein, 1982) but also because attitudes mediate socially rele? 

vant behaviors. Erotica here means only nonviolent, nonabusive por? 

trayals of explicit, mutually pleasurable sexual activity; and pornogra? 

phy means portrayals of explicit sex which may include aggression, 

violence, or domination (cf. Steinem, 1980, p. 37). 

Can a Case be Made for Pornography? 

Exposure to pornography may increase positive attitudes toward 

women or serve other beneficial needs, despite the apparent belief of 

most Americans that pornography is dangerous (Byrne & Kelley, 

1984). For example, the ''Danish Experiment" suggested that freely 
available pornography was beneficial: After Denmark repealed all 

censorship laws, there was a marked decrease in sex crimes, including 

rape, and the decline continued over the following years (Donnerstein, 

Linz, & Penrod, 1987, pp. 61-65; Kutchinsky, 1973). Other supportive 
evidence concerns the background of juvenile sexual offenders: They 
had less exposure to pornography during adolescence than did non? 

offenders. Further, sex criminals reported childhood sexual repression 
and sexually restrictive parents (Goldstein, Kant, & Hartman, 1974). 

In each study, exposure to pornography was associated with lessened 

negative behavior towards women. Perhaps pornography may be 

socially beneficial, because it provides a way to satisfy needs through 

"fantasy-induced masturbation and (it helps) to avoid acting out 

fantasies with innocent victims" (Crepault, 1972). 

Cross-cultural research indicates that the availability of pornogra? 

phy may contribute to the reduction of undesirable behavior. In Japan, 
soft-core pornography is widely available and routinely featured in 

news and business magazines and on TV (Abramson & Hayashi, 1984, 

p. 179). Japanese pornography often includes the abuse of young 

women, with Japanese adult movies containing "vivid rape and bond? 

age themes" (p. 180). Indeed, "one of the best ways to ensure the suc? 

cess of a Japanese adult film is to include the bondage and rape of a 

young woman" (p. 178). In the U.S., by contrast, stimuli thought to 
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elicit rape are severely restricted. But in Japan, there are 2.4 reported 

rapes per 100,000 population; U.S. incidence is more than 14 times 

higher. Incidentally, the laws are basically the same, and Japanese 
women are equally reluctant to report rapes (Abramson & Hayashi, 

1984, pp. 180-181). The authors suggest that the low incidence of rape 
is a function, in part, of the availability of sex in massage parlors and 

to haji, the shame experienced by those who fail to behave properly. 

Additionally, the wide availability of pornography may also play a role 

in reducing sex crime. 

Experimental Research on Repeated Exposure to Pornography 

In a direct experimental test of the effects of pornography on in? 

terest in it, Howard, Liptzin, and Reifler (1973) exposed 23 males to 

pornographic books, magazines and movies for VA hours a day for 15 

days. Pre- and post-testing on several clinical indices indicated "no 

detrimental effect," and response to the materials declined with 

exposure. The authors concluded that pornography is "an innocuous 

stimulus" (p. 133). This experiment used pretests, which may have 

sensitized the men to the purpose of the study. Use of designs having 

impretested groups is "highly desirable if not essential" with unusual 

test procedures (Campbell & Stanley, 1963, p. 18). Further, a sample of 

23 may not have provided adequate power (Cohen, 1977). 

Detrimental attitudinal effects were reported by Zillmann and 

Bryant (1984): Undergraduates viewed 36 eight-minute stag films over 

six weeks; males subsequently "expressed more callousness towards 

females" on questionnaire items. Both sexes expressed "less support 
for women's liberation." Although the stag films portrayed women as 

"sexual objects for exploitation by men" (Donnerstein, Linz, & 

Penrod, 1987, p. 75), the attitude change may have resulted from 

modelling abuse and domination of women, not from erotic content. 

For example, Kelley and Musialowski (1986) reported detrimental 

effects following exposure to erotica every day for four days, but these 

effects were a decrease in sexual arousal and an increase in negative 

feelings toward seeing the same film, not negative attitudes towards 

women. More recently, several researchers have reported no detri? 

mental effects on attitudes toward women or attitudes toward rape 
after many hours of exposure to full-length commercially released non? 

violent pornographic videotapes, including tapes with degrading por? 

trayals of women (Krafka, 1985; Linz, 1985; Malamuth & Ceniti, 1986, 

cited in Donnerstein, Linz, & Penrod, 1987, p. 79). 
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Effects of Erotica on Aggression Towards Women 

Exposure to erotica has not increased aggression towards women in 

a large number of experiments (Malamuth & Donnerstein, 1982, p. 

122). Donnerstein reported "no negative effects" with materials 

chosen to reflect equal power or truly erotic content (1984, p. 79). 

Where research connects erotica and aggression, the immediate causal 

factor is the arousal the material produces, not sexual content, and any 

type of arousal can produce the same amount of aggression (Donner? 

stein, Linz, & Penrod, 1987, p. 47). 

Effects of Violent Pornography 

Exposure to aggressive pornography "may alter perceptions of rape 
and rape victims" (Malamuth, 1984, p. 32). A common finding (see 

Malamuth & Donnerstein, 1982) is that violent scenes in which female 

victims become sexually aroused produce antisocial effects in males. 

Thus, "positive victim reactions" reduce inhibitions against aggres? 
sion. Aggression against women is most reliably produced when 

aggressive pornography is shown to a male who has been previously 

angered by a female confederate (e.g., Malamuth & Donnerstein, 1982, 

pp. 121-122). While such an event does occur outside the laboratory, 
data with greater social applicability may involve the relationship of 

repeated exposure to aggressive pornography and men's attitudes and 

behavior toward women. 

Effects of Nonerotic Violence 

Films showing attitudes against women, but lacking erotica content, 

increase levels of male aggression and asocial attitudes toward female 

victims (Donnerstein, 1983; 1984). Linz, Donnerstein, and Penrod 

(1984) found that viewing five violent two-hour R-rated films lessened 

emotional reactions, lessened perception of violence, and decreased the 

extent to which the films were seen as degrading. These films con? 

tained portrayals of sexual abuse, and thus the effect of violence was 

confounded with that of erotica. 

Summary of Research on Pornography and Negative Consequences 

When sexual behavior and violent behavior are presented together 
and the outcome is depicted positively (i.e., assault results in the 

victim's sexual arousal), researchers report negative effects like male 

aggression towards females, acceptance of rape myths, and blending of 

sex and aggression in cognitive activity. Negative effects produced by 

pornography may be due to a violence component and not to a sexuali- 
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ty component. Further, research in the Donnerstein tradition report? 

ing negative effects of pornography might have produced similar 

effects with films depicting violence but not erotica. Indeed, the avail? 

able research fails to rule out the possibility that erotica has no detri? 

mental effect (or may have a positive effect) on attitudes towards 

women. 

Hypotheses 

The three studies reported here were each designed as tests of the 

hypothesis that pornography and erotica are associated with or pro? 
duce negative attitudes about women and women's issues. 

Study 1 

Method 

Participants and Design 

One hundred eighteen Marshall University Introductory 

Psychology students, 39 males and 79 females, participated in a 

questionnaire assessment. 

Materials 

We devised a brief questionnaire with the aim of quickly assessing 

attitudes towards women and women's issues by selecting the five or 

six items having the highest item-to-total correlations from several 

existing scales, including Spence and Helmreich's (1978) Attitudes 

Towards Women Scale, and from several of Burt's scales (1980, pp. 

222-223): Sex Role Stereotyping; Adversarial Sexual Beliefs; Rape 

Myth Acceptance; Acceptance of Interpersonal Violence; and Sexual 

Conservatism (cf. Malamuth & Check, 1981). The resulting scale 

totaled 30 items. The coefficient alpha for the entire 30-item scale 

(SPSS reliability subprogram) was .83. Spearman-Brown's correction 

for attenuation predicted that increasing test length to 60 items would 

increase test reliability to .91. 

A factor analysis using principal axis factoring with iteration and 

varimax rotation (SPSS factor subprogram) was performed on all 30 

items to determine whether items from different scales clustered 

together (and therefore measured different attributes). An analysis 

extracting four factors indicated that 76 percent of the variance was 

accounted for by only two factors. A plot of factors I and II indicated 

that the items did not cluster according to the source scales, suggest- 
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ing that the 30-item scale measured one general trait (factor I 

accounted for 56 percent of the variance). 

We also assessed respondent's age, sex, marital status, and hours of 

self-reported pornography viewing. We defined pornography in the 

questionnaire as writings, pictures, etc, intended primarily to arouse 

sexual desire. 

Procedure 

Students completed the survey in two sessions of approximately 

equal size. After taking seats in a university classroom, questionnaires 
were distributed. We instructed students to "Please read the question? 
naire carefully and answer all questions." After data were collected, 
students were thanked and debriefed. 

Results 

College males reported a mean 5.93 hours of pornography exposure 

per month (s.d. = 10.64); this was far more than females, M = 2.64 

(s.d. = 5.08), F(l, 115) = 5.82, p = .002. In simultaneous multiple 
linear regression analyses, participant's age, sex, and number of hours 

of self-reported pornography viewing and all four interactions were 

regressed against each attitude subscale and their sum. Males scored 

108.56 (n = 39, s.d. = 14.31) on Total Score (a sum of all attitude 

items); not different from females, M = 114.67 (n = 78, s.d. = 13.72), 

F(l, 109) = .27, with all variables entered in the regression equation. 

Self-reported number of hours of pornography viewing did not predict 
Total Score, F(l, 109) < 1. Further, no differences occurred on any 
attitude subscale as a function of sex or hours of viewing. On the 

sexual conservatism subscale, older college students were more liberal 

in their sexual attitudes, F(l, 111) = 7.28, p = .008. 

Study 2 

A significant minority in Study 1 (49 of 119) reported viewing zero 

hours of pornography monthly. To extend the generalizability of the 

results beyond university sophomores, we took our research outside 

the laboratory. A sample of nonstudent, heavier-than-average 

pornography viewers was engaged. 

Method 

Participants, Design, Materials 

Twenty-one patrons of an "adult" movie theater in Huntington, 
West Virginia, 20 males and one female, participated in a conceptual 

replication of Study 1. 
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Procedure 

We secured the cooperation of a local "adult" theater manager and 

displayed questionnaires on his counter. A poster encouraged patrons 
to complete a questionnaire and place it in an envelope. Guarantees of 

anonymity were emphasized in the posted instructions. We collected 

the questionnaires daily for two weeks. 

Results 

Male theater patrons ranged in age from 19 to 61 (Af = 39.1, s.d = 

12.86); they reported 13.20 hours of pornography exposure per month 

(n = 20, s.d. = 12.24), more than college males in Study 1, ?(57) = 2.31, 

p < .05. Males scored 122.94 (n = 17, s.d. = 16.22) on Total Score, 

more favorable in attitudes towards women than college men, ?(54) = 

3.29, p < .01. Male pornography theater patrons expressed more 

favorability towards women and women's issues than the college 
women in Study 1, ?(93) = 2.18, p < .05. 

Simultaneous multiple linear regression analyses revealed that 

neither age nor hours of viewing pornography nor their interactions 

explained significant proportions of variation in overall attitudes 

toward women, nor the score on any attitude subscale, p's > .07. How? 

ever, hours of viewing pornography and age of participant provided 

marginally significant explanation of scores on the Sexual Conserva? 

tism subscale, .10 > p's > .07. The age finding is consistent with 

Study 1, in which older students were more liberal in their sexual atti? 

tudes. 

Discussion of Studies 1 and 2 

The results of Studies 1 and 2 offer no support for the hypothesis 
that pornography invariably produces negative attitudes toward 

women. Perhaps it is violent pornography which is responsible for 

negative attitudes toward women, and erotica is benign (or even 

positive). Of course, we did not determine what materials were in? 

cluded in the participants' definition of pornography. Thus, perhaps 
the potential inclusion of violent or exploitative materials makes the 

failure to find a relation between exposure and negative attitudes more 

surprising. These results conceptually replicate Garcia's survey (1986, 

p. 381): No effect was found among 115 college males on several scales 

measuring attitudes toward women and rape as a function of self- 

reported level of overall exposure to pornographic and erotica 

materials. 

An intriguing result was the more favorable attitudes males ex- 
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pressed toward women in Study 2 compared to males in Study 1. 

Theater patrons viewed more than twice as much pornography as 

males in Study 1 (though the self-selected pornography in Study 1 may 
not be equivalent to that of Study 2). While a possible doubling in 

pornography viewing may be related to more favorable attitudes 

toward women, another explanation is that attitude favorability 
toward women increases with age. This is consistent with the findings 
of Merritt, Gerstl, and Lo Scuito (1975), who noted that attitudes 

toward pornography became more positive as age increased. Their 

explanation is also consistent with the findings of Study 2: Age and 

attitude (Total Score) were positively and moderately related, r (17) = 

.24. An alternative explanation is that theater patrons, aware of 

publicity that indicts pornography as deleterious to women's issues, 

were motivated to demonstrate that they did not share negative views 

toward women. Further, we had little control over the behavior of the 

theater manager or selection of subjects. 

However, these results do not support the argument that pornogra? 

phy viewing is invariably related to negative attitudes toward women. 

Since causal inferences are more confidently drawn from experiments 
than from nonexperimental assessments of intact groups, we designed 
an experiment to test directly the hypothesis that pornography pro? 
duces attitude negativity towards women. 

Study 3 

To explore the role of nonaggressive sexual stimuli, we designed an 

experiment in which students would see erotica or see sexually neutral 

films. While the role of aggressive pornography has been widely 
researched (see Malamuth & Donnerstein, 1982 for a review), research 

on the effects of erotica is scarce and contradictory (Donnerstein, Linz, 

& Penrod, 1987; Linz, 1989). In a straightforward experimental test of 

the effects of erotica on attitudes toward women, students viewed 

several hours of either (nonviolent) erotica or nonerotic control films. 

Following that, we assessed attitudes toward women. 

Method 

Participants and Design 

Student volunteers from Introductory Psychology classes, 43 

females and 32 males, were assigned by coin flip to view one hour of 

erotic or nonerotic film every day for one week in a two-group posttest- 

only experimental design (i.e., the preferred design when unusual test 

procedures are used (Campbell & Stanley, 1963, p. 18)). This female- 
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male ratio is typical in introductory psychology courses at Marshall 

University. 

Materials and Apparatus 

The erotic films "The Devil and Miss Jones II," "Stiff 

Competition," and "Pink Lagoon" were judged by the experimenters 
as typical contemporary erotic videos. The first two contained no 

coercion or violence; editing rendered the third free of such content. 

The nonerotic films, including "Cognition and Creativity," "The 

Social Animal," and "When Will People Help?" contained no violence, 

no coercion, and no sex. The questionnaire used previously was used 

again. Videos were shown on Psychology Department equipment. 

Procedure 

Students signed up for this experiment after reading a statement in? 

forming them they might be exposed to explicit erotica. Both experi? 

mental conditions were conducted simultaneously in separate class- 

rooms. Psychology department faculty and graduate students served 

as experimenters. On the first day, both groups of students were in? 

formed that they had to attend five sessions to receive credit, that the 

films might contain explicit erotic material, and that they were free to 

leave at any time. Students were seated in mixed-sex groups in small 

lecture classrooms, and the videotape player was started. Fifty 

minutes of film were shown. On subsequent days, the same students 

were seated in the same rooms, and videos were started following a 

brief welcome. Questionnaires were administered anonymously on the 

fifth day following 40 minutes of video. Procedure was identical for 

each group. 

Results 

Student Characteristics 

Sixty-six of the 75 students attended all five sessions, 27 males and 

39 females. The erotic video condition contained 13 males and 19 

females; 14 males and 20 females viewed the psychology videos. Age 

range was 18 to 34, M = 19.14, n = 66, s.d. = 2.56. All but two 

students were 18 through 21, and 64 of the 66 stated that they were 

single. 

Manipulation Check 

Students responded on a single-item self-rating scale to: "How erotic 

(sexually arousing) would you rate the films you've seen in this experi- 
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ment?" The item was bounded by 1 = "not at all erotic" and 5 = 

"highly erotic." Students who saw psychology videos rated them as 

not very erotic, M = 1.13 (n = 32, s.d. = 0.34), while students who 

viewed erotic videos rated them highly erotic, Af = 4.81, n = 32, s.d. = 

0.78, F(l, 62) = 603.42, p = .0001. 

Self-reported Pornography Viewing 

Students indicated the "average number of hours spent viewing 
erotic materials per week and per month." Erotic materials were 

defined as any materials intended to produce sexual arousal. The 

average number of hours per month was greater for males, M = 2.98, 
n = 26, s.d. = 3.50; females reported only 1.18 (n = 39; s.d. = 2.17) 
hours of erotica viewing per month, F(l, 63) = 6.56, p = .013. Males 

and females who watched psychology department videos reported 
their personal erotica viewing to average 2.91 hours per month, n = 

33, s.d. = 3.44; males and females who watched the erotica reported an 

average of only 0.86 hours per month, n = 32, s.d. = 1.70, F(l, 63) = 

9.18, p = .004. Students who saw the explicit videos may have revised 

their definition of erotica. 

Attitude Measurement 

Students who viewed five sessions of erotic films averaged 112.34 

(n = 32, s.d. = 15.67) on Total Score, no different in attitude than 

students who viewed five sessions of general psychology films, M = 

113.62, n = 34, s.d. = 17.70, F(l, 62) = 0.26, ns. Men expressed lower 

overall Total Scores, M = 105.15, n = 27, s.d. = 17.38, than did 

women, M = 118.44, n = 39, s.d. = 13.87, F(l, 62) = 11.89, p = .001. 

The Sex by Film Condition interaction was not significant; males and 

females were not differentially affected by exposure to five hours of 

erotica in their self-report of attitudes toward women, F(l, 62) = 0.81, 

ns. 

Estimating the Power of the Design 

Knowledge of the power of a research design (ability to detect a true 

effect) is important; a powerful test provides information regardless of 

the outcome. To determine power, three parameters must be known: n, 

alpha, and strength of association between independent and dependent 
variables (Cohen, 1977). With a sample of 66, alpha = .05, and a 

"moderate" association (r = .30), power in this experiment is .70. 

Assuming a slightly higher association of r = .40 (justified by the 

repeated exposure), power in this experiment is .92. 
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General Discussion 

No support was found for the belief that exposure to erotica results 

in less favorable attitudes toward women and women's issues. While 

our manipulation checks showed clear evidence of the effectiveness of 

repeated exposure to explicit erotica, and a power analysis indicated a 

powerful design, no attitude change resulted. In the two correlational 

studies, differences between males and females in self-reported 

pornography use were found, but no evidence was found to support the 

view that people who viewed pornography had less favorable attitudes 

toward women. This observation held with college students (Study 1) 

and with patrons of a pornography theater (Study 2). 

The results of Study 3 have limited generalizability. The experiment 
lasted only five days; such an experiment cannot represent a lifetime 

of exposure to pornography. In the power analysis, the estimate of 

magnitude of association between a week's exposure to erotica and 

subsequent attitude change may have been too high. Further, only a 

specific type of erotica was used; self-selected exposure to erotica out? 

side the lab involves exposure to material with themes of dominance 

and coercion; themes we were careful to avoid. However, the non? 

violent, nondegrading material we selected is representative of the 

erotica available commercially on video. 

The experimental test of exposure to erotica appeared to produce a 

redefinition of erotica by students who watched five hours of explicit 
material. Since subjects were randomly assigned, only the treatment 

appears responsible for this outcome. The average university sopho- 
more may have, prior to seeing five hours of erotica, rated two hours of 

reading Playboy as two hours of erotica viewing. No downward 

revision occurred in the group which saw the psychology department 
films. 

The dependent variable was composed of items selected from a 

variety of scales in common use in research on erotica. That the factor 

structure did not preserve the individuality of the instruments from 

which these items were drawn suggests that the various scales may be 

measuring a common attribute. 

The erotica studied herein appeared harmless (i.e., did not enhance 

negative attitudes toward women). This finding may suggest that 

erotica portraying equal male-female interpersonal power roles and 

free from depictions of abuse is benign and may perhaps serve socially 
beneficial needs. In this regard, future research might focus on another 

form of obscenity: violence in the media. 
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