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Appendix C: Adapting the workbook for women who use pornography. 

Elizabeth was introduced to internet pornography in 7th grade at a birthday party 
sleepover.1 At two in the morning, after the single mom hosting the party for her 
daughter had gone to bed, two of the girls from another school started playing 
explicit videos on their phones and showing them to the other girls.  “I almost took 
their phones away” the mom lamented when informed by Liz’s mother about 
what the girls had been up to the night before. No one thought much about it for 
a few years.  

Later in high school, many of the students were involved in casual sexting, as if 
that was a normal teenage mating ritual. More and more girls were being shown 
pornography by their hormone-fueled boyfriends, who wanted to try some of the 
things they were watching online.  

At first, Elizabeth found videos of naked adults having sex revolting, but 
eventually, she just wanted to be accepted by her peers and find a boyfriend for 
herself. Liz gradually acclimated to viewing erotic videos every once in a while, 
but only when she was with a boy. No one thought it was wrong.2  

When she got to college, Liz found herself occasionally cueing up a dirty video on 
her phone in her dorm room. Late at night, lonely, she realized that she was taking 
some comfort from the videos that had disturbed her just six years earlier. Why 
do women watch porn? Do they have the same motivations as men? Do women 
get “addicted” to porn? What would help them stop? 

            

Not just a guy thing 

In the first version of Kicking the Habit, I wrote “…this book is for Christian men. I 
understand that more women than ever are using internet pornography, but I have 
no idea whether they are using for the same reasons and therefore, I cannot make 
confident recommendations regarding what they should do to stop. Maybe the 
approach here would work for women, but at this point, that’s another topic for a 
different book.”3  

Well, it’s time for that book or at least that Appendix to the book.  

After sending the book to the publisher, women at church started sharing anecdotes 
with me about young women they knew were involved in porn. I started investigating 
the research literature on pornography use among women. I was searching for 
answers to my questions: Why do women watch porn? Should there be anything 
different about an approach for quitting internet pornography tailored to women?  

The rapid and recent rise in pornography use among women documented in the 
literature was alarming. Perhaps comparing it to another more established public 
health problem—the obesity epidemic—will provide some insight into how the 
epidemic is likely to play out. 
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The Flood has not crested  

A major contributor to the epidemic of obesity in America is the “toxic food 
environment” that developed in the last 50 years.4  The inexpensive supply of highly 
palatable excess calories has made it possible for everyone who has the genetic 
potential for excessive weight gain to become obese, or at least overweight. Public 
health efforts to stem the tide of obesity are generally not working. Still, we will not 
reach a 100% obesity rate because some people have hereditary protection against 
weight gain, or have taken steps to resist the obesogenic culture.  

In the 21st century, the use of internet pornography has risen dramatically among 
both men and women. It’s hard to measure precise rates of pornography use for a 
variety of reasons, but it’ safe to assume that the rates will not peak until we reach 
the point of maximum possible saturation. That is, virtually everyone over the age of 
10-12 will encounter or seek out internet pornography, and everyone who is 
vulnerable or unprotected will be using porn compulsively.  

For example, in Australia, the average first age of intentional exposure to porn is 13 
for boys and 16 for girls, and about 4 in 5 young men use porn at least weekly 
compared to about 1 in 4 young women.5 In American adults aged 18-39 years old, 
46% of men and 16% of women intentionally view pornography in a given week.6 
Rates are higher in young adults but lower among practicing Christians. A recent 
representative survey of the United States by the Barna Research Group (Ventura, CA) 
reported that among Americans who were not practicing Christians, 72% of young 
men (ages 13-24) and 36% of women view porn regularly.7 Among practicing 
Christians, 40% of young men view porn regularly compared to 13% of young 
women. Rates of self-reported pornography use were somewhat lower among 
pastors of Protestant churches: 14% of senior pastors and 21% of youth pastors use 
pornography on a regular basis.  

Like obesity, the toxic environment has contributed to the rapid rise in internet porn 
use. In the case of pornography, we have a toxic internet environment that continues 
to get worse, especially as culture deteriorates. For example, only in the last dozen 
years have we seen the widespread availability of high-speed mobile internet and 
porn streaming “tube” sites. Also like obesity, there are individual differences in 
susceptibility to porn use. Some of these are cultural, some are environmental (e.g., 
limiting exposure with internet filters), and some are biological.  

Foremost among the biological influences is biological sex. Although porn use is 
growing fastest among young women,8 women are still less likely to use internet 
pornography than men. Women are also less likely to use internet pornography 
compulsively than men, which may contribute to the myth that women do not use 
porn. Although there’s no question that women are less likely to use porn regularly 
or compulsively, there’s also some evidence that women’s motives for porn use are 
often different than men’s. However, for both women and men, rates of regular and 
compulsive pornography use have not peaked, much less started to recede. 
“Generation Z” is the first generation of Americans to mature during the era of high-
speed data roaming plans and porn-streaming tube sites,9 and we do not know how 
heavy exposure to pornography during the formative years will affect this 
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generation’s lives. Without strong countermeasures, there is every reason to expect 
that our families, friends, and members of our churches will suffer the full devastation 
of the flood of internet pornography sweeping the globe.  

Why do women use porn?  

Women’s reasons for regular or compulsive use of internet pornography are more 
varied and nuanced than those of men.10 The literature supports at least five clusters 
of motives and risk factors for porn use among women.  

1. Some women’s motives are the same men’s. 

First, women sometimes use internet pornography for some of the same motives 
typical of men. Although women use porn less for arousal and masturbation, many 
female porn users do report arousal as a primary motivation.11 Sexual arousal is often 
conditioned, through exposure to images and experiences that are paired with 
arousal. This accounts for the malleable nature of sexual attraction and individual 
differences in what people find erotic.12 Practicing Christians are often shocked to 
find out how flexible sexual arousal can be, depending on the things that people have 
been exposed to in their formative years. However, the Bible recognizes our capacity 
to learn these associations, reflected for example in the prohibitions against 
bestiality. People will do nearly anything if they have been conditioned to find it 
arousing. In addition to arousal, many women report using pornography out of 
boredom,13 loneliness, and depression.14 These reasons are the same that many men 
give for using porn. In addition to these motives, women are responding to the 
evolving market for pornography and relationships.  

2. The pornography market adapted to women’s interests: Relational porn 

According to apologist Josh McDowell, women are more interested in relational 
pornography. “Producers of porn have recognized the enormous popularity of 
romance novels among women, and have adapted their product accordingly.”15 This 
perception is confirmed by reports that women are more likely to use interactive 
internet experience such as chat rooms or seeking out online partners with whom to 
interact, as opposed to men’s strong preference for visual imagery.16 Women are far 
more likely to read erotic literature than view visual pornography, but erotic 
literature is essentially “mommy porn.”17 Perhaps, the relational nature of the 
pornography preferred by many women is related to another motive for porn use: 
women’s romantic and sexual relationships.  

3. Everyone does it and I just want to belong 

Throughout history, women have adapted to the sexual scripts that men promote for 
their culture. Before you object that this sounds sexist, consider the infinite variety of 
sexual lifestyles embraced in America today. My friend recently encountered a couple 
at a restaurant that proudly declared that although they were married, theirs was a 
polyamorous relationship, in which other women were invited to participate (but she 
was not allowed to have other men). She was his voluntary sex slave and wore a chain 
around her neck to which only he had a key. Sometimes he walked her on a leash, like 
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a dog, through the neighborhood. She was not allowed to speak to men, although they 
were making an exception to engage in conversation with my friend. Does this 
arrangement sound like her idea? When asked why she was in this…arrangement, she 
said she was looking for someone steadfast and reliable, as well as to feel validated. 
In other words, the only way to get a relationship that felt secure was to adapt to her 
new role as a sex slave.  

Consider polygamy, trafficking, adolescent temple prostitutes, child marriage, orgies 
as worship services to honor pagan gods,18 and all the other forms of abusive and 
debasing sexual roles to which women have been subject throughout history. At 
times, these practices have been common and culturally accepted, but it doesn’t take 
a research study to show that they were men’s ideas. Thus, although women consume 
increasing amounts of internet pornography, erotic videos were originally men’s 
creation. 

Now we’re living in post-sexual revolution feminist America. You might think that 
women are empowered to resist male influences on sexual cultural norms. You would 
be wrong. The principles of economics apply to sexual behavior in the same manner 
as financial markets.1920 Unfortunately for women, they outnumber men, and they 
especially outnumber men who are trying to find a wife. For many young women, the 
price of a relationship is sex, and now that may include recreational pornography. 
Men lead the way, and women respond.21 Cultural factors shape sexuality. In the case 
of porn, when it becomes normative among young men, women start to see the value 
in porn for accomplishing their relational goals.  

Chief among many young women’s relational goals is getting and keeping a boyfriend 
or husband. Although little research bears directly on this theory, women have 
reported that they use porn in the context of their sexual relationship to “increase 
intimacy”22 or in response to their partner’s requests.23 

4. Early exposure to pornography 

Two of the strongest and most consistent predictors of intentional and compulsive 
pornography use among women are related; early exposure to pornography and 
sexual victimization. Among self-identified love and sex-addicted women, predictors 
of compulsive pornography use included depression, childhood sexual abuse, and 
exposure to pornography as a child.24 Although it is widely known that childhood 
sexual abuse predicts sexual acting-out behavior among young women,25 surprisingly 
childhood exposure to pornography was the stronger predictor of compulsive 
internet pornography use.26  

5. Sexual victimization 

Compulsive internet pornography use is strongly predicted by a history of sexual 
victimization. One report concluded: “The results of this study indicate that women 
are at greater risk for hypersexual behavior if they have been sexually abused as a 
child or have been exposed to pornography as a child.” (Corley et al., 2012, p. 70)27 
Relatedly, past victimization predicts exposure to violent and degrading pornography 
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for women.28 Unsurprisingly, many women are victimized after their partner, or a 
male friend has engaged in porn use.29  

Considering the harmful effects of childhood sexual abuse, it may seem surprising 
that one lasting risk is compulsive internet pornography use. Some women do avoid 
sexual behavior and reminders of their past traumatic experiences, such as porn. 
However, two psychological theories help explain why women may be drawn to 
stimuli that have been associated with past trauma: Self-verification theory and just 
world beliefs. 

Self-verification theory describes how self-concepts and self-esteem help people 
organize their understanding of the world, with the implication that people who have 
been treated badly may feel that they deserve bad treatment.30 People try to preserve 
a sense of coherence to their beliefs, so perhaps it “just feels right” to view porn. What 
women may not realize is that they are engaging in behavior that verifies what they 
believe about themselves, even though they can simultaneously feel revulsion or 
disgust for the very behavior that soothes them. Just worldview beliefs are similar 
and reflect the theory that people innately want to believe in justice, even when it is 
not true for their experience (or in general).3132 Therefore, when they have been 
mistreated, watching other women being mistreated can reinforce their distorted 
belief that this is a reasonable way for women to be treated, given that the world 
“must be fair” in some sense. Just worldview beliefs are also related to victim blaming, 
in which a woman who was assaulted is thought to have done something to invite that 
assault. 

In my view, at the core of both of these theories are identity constructs. That is, some 
women’s self-perceived identities have been shaped by sexual victimization, and 
using porn may be consistent with some aspects of their identity. Thus, internet 
pornography may seem familiar, or soothing, or appealing for depicting how some 
women “deserve” to be treated. The obvious implication of the role of identity in 
compulsive porn use, especially among women who have been victims of childhood 
sexual abuse or sexual assault, is that the material in Kicking the Habit related to our 
identity in Christ (such as Chapter 4) will be particularly important for helping them 
quit their porn use.  

How can women quit porn?  

If women can overlook or tolerate the exclusively male pronouns and occasionally 
frank language in Kicking the Habit, the workbook would likely be effective for those 
who want to quit using internet pornography. Some of the approaches for women 
would be the same as described in the book. For example, the grace focus, the 
theological content (e.g., identity in Christ, sexuality as worship), the self-monitoring, 
and the need for close relationships in the body of Christ would be the same for men 
and women. The (likely controversial) decision to use positive motivation for quitting 
pornography and omit any discussion of the harms of pornography is a central 
assumption of the book borrowed from the smoking cessation literature. Thus, the 
book would only be appropriate for women who genuinely want to stop using 
internet porn. Anyone who is not interested in quitting would probably not benefit.  
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Many of the differences between men and women don’t have obvious implications for 
treatment. For example, women may prefer less violent imagery and more story-
based porn (e.g., erotic literature). This doesn’t change the basic approach of 
combining the smoking cessation metaphor (from which we get cognitive and 
behavioral techniques) with biblical teaching on sexuality (from which we get 
theological concepts like grace and identity in Christ). However, there may be some 
differences in the way women would use the workbook. These differences are 
speculative, as no studies of treatments for compulsive internet pornography use 
included women. Therefore, all of the recommendations that follow are derived from 
the preceding literature summary, clinical and ministry experience, and common 
sense. 

1. Discern the reason(s) the woman is using pornography. Women’s motives for 
using porn and their risk factors for developing a compulsive habit of using 
pornography are more variable than men’s. Understanding a woman’s reasons for 
using porn may help you to tailor the intervention to her unique situation. For 
example, a woman who uses pornography to soothe loneliness would need to 
prioritize increasing the quality of their relationships in the body of Christ. 
Although the same advice would be given to men, it is important to understand 
that the diversity of risks and reasons for porn use among women especially 
precludes a “one size fits all” solution.  

2. Women need healing. Many women need psychological, emotional, and spiritual 
healing related to their sexual experiences, especially those with a history of 
victimization. In addition to being deeply embedded in a grace-focused 
community of believers, they may benefit from psychotherapy or counseling to 
support their recovery from their trauma history. Counseling to deal with the 
sexual abuse may also need to address the fact that will often have become 
desensitized to sexual images and experiences. In my view, empirically supported 
therapies should be employed (e.g., cognitive behavioral therapy) by a counselor 
with a biblical worldview to maximize the chance of success.  

3. Their partner may be more of a factor. Men often use porn in isolation or 
introduce porn into their relationship. Women often use erotic literature in 
isolation (and often in secret). In contrast, some women would not be using visual 
porn unless it had started with their partner in a sexual relationship. When they 
decide to quit, it will be particularly important to address the relational context 
in which they may be using porn or started using porn. This may be their husband 
or boyfriend, and could be rooted in false beliefs (e.g., using porn will help them 
get or keep a boyfriend). Women will likely find quitting more difficult if they are 
being encouraged or pressured to use porn by their partner. If the current and 
past relational context of porn use is not addressed, the likelihood of successfully 
quitting would be much lower. 

4. Woman are more emotional and relational; men are more visual. “The book 
was better than the movie.”For men, this just isn’t true when it comes to 
pornography. On the other hand, women have richer emotional lives than men, 
which can be tied to mental fantasies more than to seeking external visual images. 
Thus, many women are more drawn to erotic literature than visual images. Even 
in Christian subcultures, many women do not consider erotic literature to be 
wrong. Kicking the Habit is directed at people who use internet pornography, but 
many of the same principles could apply to an attempt to quit erotica. 
Furthermore, when a woman is exposed to porn literature (written or visual), 
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their brain can “trap” the images or narratives and recall it at their leisure, or even 
adapt it into their situation. Thus, one aspect of quitting porn for women beyond 
just dropping the images or books would the need to replacing inappropriate 
sexual fantasies with a view of sexuality that aligns with scripture. The suggested 
resources below, especially Pulling back the shades and Rethinking sexuality 
would be especially helpful.  

5. Embracing Singleness. The current economics of sexuality don’t favor 
women,3334 especially in some subcultures such as college.35 Men don’t have to get 
married to have or at least simulate sex, so they often don’t. If women have turned 
to porn to soothe feelings of emptiness associated with being single, they will 
need a positive biblical vision for singleness in a culture where men have more 
power. Additional reading and discussions on this topic would enhance the 
quitting process for women who come to learn that their porn use is partly 
motivated by distress over being unmarried.  

Limitations and future directions  

Several limitations merit consideration. When it comes to women who use porn, there 
is so much we don’t know. The research literature is very small, and complex 
behaviors like compulsive internet porn use (or compulsive reading of erotic 
literature) are multiply-determined. Although there may be some common themes 
and typical patterns, anyone claiming to have discovered “the reason” for women’s 
porn use is automatically wrong. There will be diversity in women’s motives for porn 
use and compulsive porn use, and the reasons we cited from the literature review are 
probably not exhaustive. To be more confident about how to best help women with 
this neglected but growing problem, we would need to test biblically informed, grace-
based pornography quitting programs with women to see what works. That’s unlikely 
because no one would fund the necessary clinical trial. What is more likely is that 
churches will increasingly be having discussions about the epidemic of pornography 
in America and how that is affecting men and women.  

Recommended Resources 

Authentic Intimacy (https://www.authenticintimacy.com/) is an outstanding 

Christian ministry founded by Dr. Julie Slattery and Linda Dillow in 2012. A number 

of books by Dr. Slattery and her co-authors would be beneficial for women quitting 

pornography.  

All women (and men!) would benefit from her new book:  

Slattery, J. (2018) Rethinking Sexuality: God's Design and Why It Matters. 

Multnomah.—released July 24, 2018. 

For women reading erotic literature:  

Slattery, J. & Gresh, D. (2014). Pulling Back the Shades: Erotica, Intimacy, and 

the Longings of a Woman's Heart. Moody Publishers. 

Women with a history of victimization would particularly benefit from:  
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Dillow, L. & Slattery, J. (2016). Surprised by the Healer: Embracing Hope for 

Your Broken Story. Moody Publishers.  

Single women would benefit from: 

Slattery, J. (2017). Sex and the Single Girl. Moody Publishers. 

For married women:  

Dillow, L. & Slattery, J. (2013).Passion Pursuit: What Kind of Love Are You 

Making? Moody Publishers. 
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