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The internet and its role in the escalation of sexually compulsive
behaviour

Heather Wood  

As increasing numbers of patients present with problems of

compulsive use of internet sex and internet pornography,

psychotherapists are challenged to develop models that address

the powerful, and potentially disturbing effect of this stimulus.

Internet sex does not just facilitate access to sexual materials but

can act as a catalyst, affecting established defences and ego and

superego functioning. Escalation in sexually compulsive

behaviour, which affects a small proportion of those accessing

online sex, may be thought of as a series of transitions: from

casual to compulsive use, from compulsive use to illegal use, and

from use of illegal pornography to contact offending. Drawing on

clinical experience and the available research evidence,

psychodynamic processes associated with movement through

these transitions are considered. Internet sex has the potential to

fuel manic defences, invites narcissistic and part-object relating,

provides a vehicle for the expression and disowning of sadistic

impulses and can potentially undermine superego functioning. The

combined effect of these processes may lead to a breakdown of

ego controls in vulnerable individuals.

In the last 10 years it has become commonplace for psychotherapists and

counsellors to see patients who have problems with compulsive use of

pornography. The first world wide web files were made publicly available

on the internet in 1991; in 1998 the legal framework for internet child

pornography crimes was established in England and Wales, and by the late

1990s clinicians were starting to see patients with problems of compulsive

use of internet pornography.

Online sexual activity takes many forms, including the viewing of

pornography, the sharing of sexually explicit materials, interaction in sex chat

rooms, and use of the medium to forge real-life relationships. While the focus

here will primarily be on the use of internet pornography, it is common for

people to move between using different forms of internet sex, and reference

will be made to other forms of virtual sex as appropriate. While this is a new

field of study there is accumulating evidence from empirical research that

neither those viewing legal
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materials, nor those viewing illegal materials constitute homogeneous groups

and the motives for pursuing online sex are many and varied. It cannot even be

assumed that all of those seeking such materials are doing so for the purpose

of sexual arousal and gratification; Surjadi, Bullens, van Horn, and Bogaerts

(2010), for example, in a sample of 43 Dutch internet offenders found that

approximately one-third reported never masturbating to the child pornography

for which they were convicted. Taylor and Quayle (2003), in a qualitative

study of 13 men convicted of downloading child pornography, identified six

discourses that served as motives for the behaviour. While sexual arousal

was a key theme, sorting and collecting images was central for some, and the

avoidance of real-life stresses and the facilitation of social relationships

were very significant for others.

Thus internet sex is a multi-faceted phenomenon and those using it are

diverse in important respects. Carnes, Delmonico, and Griffin (2001) have

developed a useful typology for distinguishing between different types of

users. They refer to ‘‘appropriate recreational users’’, who report no adverse

consequences, and ‘inappropriate recreational users’, who are not

compulsive users but use sexual information gathered from the internet at

inappropriate times or share it with inappropriate people, such as colleagues

at work. What they call the ‘predisposed’ group already have indicators of

problematic sexual behaviour, which seem to be fuelled by the internet.

‘Lifelong sexual compulsives’ have had longstanding problems and may use

the internet as an extension of this behaviour as a way to avoid more risky

forms of acting out, or to heighten arousal and add new risks to already

problematic behaviours. Most interesting from a psychoanalytic point of view

is the final group, known as the ‘discovery group’, who reputedly have no

prior inappropriate sexual fantasies or behaviours, but the internet serves as a

trigger for problematic usage.

It is important to note that the majority of people using the various forms of

online sex report no adverse consequences. Cooper, Delmonico, and Burg

(2000) conducted an online survey of over 9000 people engaged in online

sexual activity, and found that 80% reported no significant repercussions from

their online sexual activity. While 20% of the overall sample were deemed to

be at risk of developing problems or to be out of control of their sexual

activity, only a very small proportion, 1% of the original sample, were

identified as ‘cybersex addicts’, using online sex for more than 11 hours per

week, and scoring more than two standard deviations above the mean on

Kalichman's Sexual Compulsivity Scale (Kalichman et al., 1994). Of this

group with evident problems, it will only be a further, even smaller sub-set

who seek out psychotherapy, and a minority who are accessing illegal

pornography.

The material and ideas presented here are based on the treatment of

voluntary patients in outpatient psychoanalytic psychotherapy, some of whom

have only accessed legal pornography, and others of whom have used and

may have convictions for use of illegal pornography. This clinical population

is unlikely to be representative of the many people using internet sex in a

casual and recreational way. Nevertheless, the psychoanalytic treatment of

this group
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of patients points to factors which render some individuals particularly

vulnerable to developing compulsive sexual behaviours when accessing

online sex, and may contribute to the understanding of the potential impact of

online sex on the mind.

A psychoanalytic perspective invites exploration of what it is that internet

sex offers, not just to the conscious mind, but to the unconscious, which makes

it so alluring. What is it that happens at the interface between virtual world

and inner world which can so disturb and disrupt an individual's

characteristic ways of functioning? This is not intended to be a clinical paper

but aims to provide a psychoanalytic conceptual framework for understanding

escalation, drawing on clinical work.

The internet is not just a neutral means of disseminating sexual materials,

nor does it simply facilitate access to those materials, although both of these

probably operate. It is clear from clinical work that characteristics of the

internet mean that it effectively acts as a catalyst, changing the relationship of

the individual to the sexual materials. Something happens at the interface

between the inner world and the virtual world of internet pornography or

internet sex chatrooms so that a small proportion of people who commence

with a casual interest in internet pornography may find themselves using it

compulsively, often for many hours a day; some people with no overt pre-

existing paedophilic interests can find themselves looking at child

pornography; and there is concern that use of child pornography may, in a

small minority of people, increase the risk that they will go on to commit

contact sexual offences against children. The process of escalating use of

pornography can be represented by a series of transitions and ‘thresholds’ in

the progression of problematic behaviour (Figure 1). People who start out

using online sex in a casual way will not necessarily move through this

sequence, and only a small number of people who do show ‘escalation’ will

cross more than one threshold; factors contributing to movement through these

transitions will be discussed in turn.

Figure 1

Thresholds in escalating use of internet sex.

Transition 1. From casual to compulsive use: Losing touch with
‘depressive’ reality

In some clinical settings such as outpatient psychotherapy services, the cut-

off between casual use and compulsive use is usually defined subjectively

and relies on the patient's distress or concern about his  own activities. In the

USA, Cooper,
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Delmonico, and Burg, (2000) have found that those using internet sex for more

than 11 hours per week suffer more adverse consequences in terms of the

impact on their relationships and wellbeing, so researchers have used a

criterion of over 11 hours per week plus evidence of sexual compulsivity, to

distinguish between so-called recreational use and compulsive use. It is not

uncommon to hear accounts of people spending all night or whole days lost in

a world of online sex.

In thinking about what the internet provides which might foster this shift

from casual to compulsive use, there are a number of more obvious answers:

the internet seems to normalize behaviours and reduce self-consciousness,

shame and embarrassment. Cooper (1997) famously coined the phrase ‘the

triple A engine’ to describe the characteristics of access, anonymity and

affordability which lend the internet particular appeal as a vehicle for sexual

activity. For the individual who might be socially isolated by his problems,

chat rooms and file sharing can provide an illusion of friendship and

belonging.

However, to understand the strength of the allure of internet sex, it may be

necessary to consider what it offers to the unconscious. Significant dynamic

processes which have become apparent through psychoanalytic treatment of

individuals with problems with internet sex will be considered in turn.

1. The fuelling of manic defences

First, the internet, with its speed, scope, scale and versatility, fosters

feelings of power and omnipotence. Sexual arousal is also a natural anti-

depressant, associated with feelings of excitement, liveliness and power, and

sexualization is a particularly useful defence when the feelings to be avoided

are those of depression, inadequacy or deadness. The combination of the

internet and sexuality undoubtedly fuels manic defences (Wood, 2007).

Beyond this, there is a manic quality to the imagined relationship to the object

which prevails in virtual sex. Segal (1975) notes that when manic defences

are employed, feelings of dependency and vulnerability are replaced by

control, triumph and contempt. All of these are commonly evident in patients

who are accessing internet sex. In the mind of the person, the object or the

other is totally at their mercy; if there is some live interaction, the other can

simply be switched off or terminated if they do not comply with what is

sought. The function of the other is to provide them with sexual stimulation

and gratification, or to serve as a vessel for the projection of fantasies, but

there is no requirement to take account of the other's thoughts, feelings or

mind. The other is frequently dehumanized if not actively debased, allowing

the person to feel triumph and contempt. One patient sought out imagery of

bondage:

‘Because I don't have a clear sense of who I am – as you know – I

have felt I have to mould to other people and what they want. But in

fantasy – I get pleasure from seeing other people who don't have a

chance to do what they want – or even have to do things against

their will. And that makes me feel stronger – in control. In this way,

I use the internet to reconfigure my brain’.

In a later session, he reports:
‘I am low. But then pornography reformats your brain.
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It almost makes you feel high – or manic.’

Both quotations depict the operation of manic defences to enable him
to feel stronger, in control and less depressed, but the first quotation
also describes the operation of projective identification: he rids himself
of the feeling of having to mould to what others want and having to do
things against his will and locates this in someone else over whom he
can triumph.

Manic defences not only function to counter depression and vulnerability,

but also serve to spare us from an awareness of our own dependency. While

the ‘primary object’ on whom our survival depends is usually seen to be the

mother, the body is also a primary object on which we depend, which renders

us vulnerable, whose imperfections we have to recognize and live with. The

internet cuts the threads of physical embodiment which always tie us to an

imperfect (and ‘depressive’) reality. The physical body, which ties us to one

age, one gender, and the legacy of our genes and lifestyle, can be transcended

as the middle-aged man passes himself off as a child, a woman, or a youthful

seducer. Pseudonyms are frequently used in chatrooms or on chatlines, with

the chosen name often expressing a self that is either wished for or denied in

everyday life.

2. Flight from the anxieties of real relationships

The internet can foster an illusion of complete control: if the person

dislikes what is happening they do not have to face or persist in relating to the

other person, but can terminate the interaction with the click of a mouse. From

a psychoanalytic point of view, this feeling of control may be particularly

important as a way of dealing with the anxieties posed by the threat of

intimacy. Glasser's notion of the core complex (1979) offers a way of

thinking about the anxieties aroused in intimate relationships and, specifically,

perverse solutions to these anxieties. The core complex refers to acute

claustro-agoraphobic anxieties, where to be close holds the threat of being

overwhelmed or taken over by the other and arouses acute aggression toward

the other seen as the source of this threat, but to retreat and to be alone risks

exposing the individual to feelings of depression and abandonment. The

solution found by the perverse patient, Glasser suggests, is to sexualize the

aggression and to treat the other sadistically, so that the other is not destroyed

by the raw aggression, but instead is allowed to survive and be seen to suffer;

the relationship to the other is preserved, albeit in a perverse, sado-

masochistic form, and the aggression is seemingly made safe. Interacting

online the individual can believe that he is escaping from the claustrophobia

aroused by intimacy with an other and is protected from the potential

aggression that might be stirred up in himself or the other. This quotation from

a further patient illustrates the relief from claustrophobic anxieties afforded

by internet sex, and the belief that it neutralizes potentially damaging

destructiveness:

‘I don't think I'm afraid of loneliness. I'm afraid of losing control of

my life. In a relationship it's like being in a darkened room. I feel

claustrophobic. The internet is … like a blow hole … I can breathe

… have contact with someone. There's no confrontation. The minute

you don't like it you can switch off. Switch off the screen. Ring off.

And no harm is done’.
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3. An invitation to part-object relating

In all of these ways the other is not a whole object but a narcissistic

object, controlled and manipulated at will (Wood, 2007). The internet also

seems to invite part-object relating; people can seek images of specific body

parts, web page after webpage of images of breasts or penises. A particular

manifestation of this part-object relating is the computer manipulation of

images, or the formation of composite images. A number of patients have

described making or looking at composite images where the head of someone

is spliced onto the body of someone else, usually the body from a

pornographic image. One patient described creating composite images,

splicing photos of the heads of his platonic women friends, easily available

from personal photo collections or Facebook, onto the bodies of porn models.

The women friends stand for the desired object that is forbidden or by whom

he feels spurned. He is then the voyeur, exposing and debasing the sexuality of

this frustrating object in his mind, in effect, triumphing over it as an act of

revenge for his humiliation. In addition the friends whose images are used in

this process do not even know. There is the added triumph of being the one

with the secret, the one to hold knowledge about others of which they are

unaware.

These composite images seem to represent a partial condensation of

conflicting unconscious currents, but the work of condensation is not even

complete, the unconscious does not manage to arrive at a truly synthesized

symbol where the meaning is sufficiently disguised to relieve anxiety. The

image reveals the ‘join’. Composite images where a child's head is grafted

onto an adult's body may refer back to unresolved issues from adolescence

when the person feels themselves to be part child, part sexual adult. At a

deeper level perhaps these images may be so disturbing because they

represent, not just an attempt at melding together conflicting currents, but

actually a decapitation (Campbell, personal communication, 2010). These

patients may experience such severe castration anxiety, or such a degree of

dissociation between mind and body, that they feel that the object must be

decapitated in an act of projective identification.

What is so seductive, perhaps so pernicious, about the internet is that these

unconscious fantasies can be enacted in such a graphic and concrete way.

There is no pressure to accommodate reality, to strive for symbols which

truly synthesize and integrate. The person is invited to inhabit a universe of

part-objects.

4. A vehicle for the expression of sadism or ‘sadism by proxy’

A fourth quality of internet sex is the potential to elaborate or pursue

violent or sadistic fantasies. In each of the patients I have seen who have been

compulsively using internet pornography or virtual sex, there has been a

strong current of
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sadism in the fantasies expressed and this is often evident in the use of

explicit sado-masochistic imagery. Internet pornography can be a vehicle for

the expression of sadism but it can also offer a solution to the anxiety aroused

by knowledge of one's own sadism, and that solution is sadism by proxy

(Campbell, personal communication, 2010). In the case of child pornography,

it has been estimated that fewer than 1% of child abuse images actually depict

adults with the child or children (Mirkin, 2009 quoted in Davidson et al.,

2010). Davidson et al. (2010) note that the source of this data is not clear, so

this figure should be treated with caution, but many child abuse images

analysed by researchers or in criminal investigations are of children alone or

in relation to other children.  Where the images have explicit sexual content

or intent, the adult who has stage-managed and photographed the scene may be

conveniently left out of the image allowing the viewer to deny the abuse

which is being enacted. The viewer may imagine himself innocent of any

malicious intent and able to deny the fact than another is, in effect, doing his

bidding.

5. The search for the compelling scenario

The fifth property of the internet which seems to bestow it with particular

power, is the capability, either through pornography or chatrooms, to provide

an external realization of conscious sexual fantasy. The internet requires

search terms, and most people know what they are looking for: some kind of

match for the act or scenario that they find particularly arousing. Indeed for

many patients there is a ‘compelling scenario’ (Wood, 2006): a particular

scene depicting sexual enactment that holds a fascination for them. The

compelling scenario is usually distinguished by the specific sexual act which

is being performed, but often, as well, participants must be of a particular

age, perhaps of a specific racial type, often with a certain demeanour and in a

specific context. There may be particular expressions that the victim in the

scenario must not reveal, for example the child must not look frightened or

distressed, so that the sadism or abuse implicit in the image can be denied.

The conscious sexual fantasy can be thought of as akin to a dream or a

symptom. As Freud (1900) described in ‘The interpretation of dreams’, the

manifest form of a dream represents a distillation of the disturbing

unconscious processes which seek expression, disguised through

displacement and condensation. The products of these processes are then

tidied up, through ‘secondary revision’ to produce a dream narrative. The

dream or the symptom is a compromise which both conceals and alludes to

the disturbing underlying content.

These same transforming mechanisms can also be observed shaping the

form of the conscious sexual fantasy.  The specific images sought out are an

external realization of the conscious sexual fantasy (Figure 2). The conscious

sexual fantasy is often felt to be highly sensitive and personal to the individual

and it may take months or years before the person reveals it in therapy. The

conscious sexual fantasy may be felt to be so private and sensitive precisely

because,
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like a dream, it both conceals and reveals something of the underlying, deeply

personal wishes and fears about sexuality and relationships. The conscious

sexual fantasy, like the dream, is only the tidied up, conscious version of the

much more disturbing elements that underlie the fantasy.

Figure 2

The formation of the conscious sexual fantasy.

Underlying the conscious sexual fantasy may be highly charged internal

representations of object relationships depicting relationships of intrusion,

abuse or annihilation, for example; there may be memory residues of both

exciting and disturbing childhood experiences such as experiences of sexual

discovery as well as sexual trauma. There may be remnants from childhood of

primitive theories about bodies and how they work and what fits where

(Horne, 2001).

The final form of the sexual fantasy which gives symbolic expression to

these underlying elements may be highly idiosyncratic, but analysis of the

‘compelling scenario’ may reveal processes of condensation and

displacement at work, so that a specific feature of the fantasy, for example,

the demeanour of the protagonists, or the particular act depicted, may be

revealed to represent a number of unconscious themes, that is, to be

overdetermined as Freud and Breuer (1895) describe. Thus a depiction of a

young girl victim may represent a detested, ‘feminised’ self in a man with

acute castration anxieties, the externalization of a passive, helpless self, as

well the displacement of hatred from a maternal figure onto a girl. However

idiosyncratic the compelling scenario may be, the internet allows the

individual to scan vast numbers of images, with the likelihood that any

unusual fantasy will eventually find quite a close match. The likelihood is that

someone else in the world will share and have posted images that represent

the sought-after sexual scenario. The ability to find an external realization of

the internal fantasy heightens omnipotence and excitement.
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6. The evasion or corruption of the superego

A further quality of internet sex which seems to make it so compelling is

that the internet appears to represent a corrupt superego, or to invite a

dissolution of the superego. At the simplest level, the internet may appear to

invite a disregard for authority because the individual imagines that there are

no witnesses to their actions. More than this apparent erasing of witnesses

and social and superego controls, the internet seems to come to represent a

corrupt authority which sanctions transgression and the breaching of social

codes. Indeed, elaborate systems exist to tempt the user to remain online, to

visit additional websites or to scan more extreme imagery. One patient

described how when viewing adult pornography he was drawn to look at

images which, when small, appeared to be of someone much younger, but as

he enlarged them, he could see this was someone older. However, by then he

could not escape the recognition that he had been curious about an apparently

paedophilic image.

Freud's (1921) account of people's behaviour in unstructured, ephemeral

groups is strikingly similar to the behaviour reported by some people using

internet sex. Freud describes how, ‘when individuals come together in a

group, all of their individual inhibitions fall away and all the cruel, brutal and

destructive instincts, which lie dormant in individuals as relics of a primitive

epoch, are stirred up to find free gratification’ (Freud, 1921, p. 79). Freud

suggests that this occurs when the individual gives up his ego ideal and

substitutes for it the idealized power of the group, often embodied in the

group leader. The internet creates the illusion of a group of people who share

the same sexual interests, but these are unstructured, ephemeral groups as

Freud describes: in chatrooms there may be a recognizable ‘group’ of

participants, but more commonly on the internet the boundaries of the group

are undefined, the membership is fluid, and behavioural codes are vague.

There is rarely an identified human leader, but the internet itself,

characterized by vast power and an absence of prohibitions and censorship,

may come to stand for the leader. The individual's normal ego and superego

controls may be relinquished or subordinated to an investment in this

imagined group which seems to promise endless sexual gratification without

constraint or judgement. While many web-based communities have high

ideals and function more like the ‘structured’ groups which Freud refers to,

which can generate the highest human achievements, people engaging with

online sex can easily be drawn to virtual groups which endorse transgression,

regression to pre-genital forms of sexuality, and the fantasized enactment of

destructiveness.

The internet also seems to invite a regression to a childlike state of sexual

curiosity. Everyone has within them a sexually curious child, the Oedipal

child who wonders what goes on behind the door of the parental bedroom. It

is as if the internet plays on people's sexual curiosity, symbolically beckoning

the ‘child’ into the parental bedroom with the promise of satisfying their

sexual curiosity. Just as the reality of exposure to the primal scene may be

profoundly disturbing to a child, so many people report seeing imagery on the

internet to which they
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subsequently wish they had not been exposed. This is a curiosity that perhaps

should never be satisfied, but many people do not discover this until their

curiosity has led them to view disturbing imagery on the internet which is then

impossible to erase from the mind.

In the early days of the internet, the possibility of breaking the law and then

deleting all evidence with elaborate encryption or deletion programmes may

have further fuelled the sense that the internet operates in the service of a

corrupt authority, and lent itself to acts of triumph over a watchful conscience.

Glasgow (2010) has recently described how digital evidence is increasingly

being used to provide detailed information about a person's internet activities,

evidence which sometimes directly contradicts an individual's reported

account of his usage. Investigative systems are becoming increasingly

sophisticated, but patients report a sense, when alone with a computer, of

being somehow beyond scrutiny and invited to indulge whatever fantasy or

wish they choose, and free to enact defiant, sadistic and perverse wishes with

no consequence or risk.

Transition 2. From legal to illegal pornography: The collapse of
repression and breaching of the incest taboo

A patient describes the process of escalation:

‘With X (former girlfriend) I tied her up. She wanted to be

dominated. After her I started getting into 18 year old porn called

things like ‘Barely Legal’. Then younger girls. Till eventually they

were prepubertal. Then added fantasies of tying up. Rape. There's

something about the internet. You find others with the same

interests. It reduces the social stigma.’

What happens when someone moves from consensual sado-
masochistic activities with an adult, as this patient describes, to
looking at ‘barely legal’ images, and eventually to images of the
sadistic rape of a child? Psychological theories have traditionally
viewed such escalation in addictions as evidence of habituation or
tolerance. Sullivan and Sheehan (2002) call this a ‘fantasy escalation

effect’, which seems to reflect desensitization to the images that are
being viewed. However, these are essentially descriptions rather than
explanations, and do not account for the particular direction taken by
the ‘escalation’. As Sheehan and Sullivan (2010) note, the tendency is

towards increasingly severe and explicit images of ever-younger
children.

If we recognize that adult sexuality represents a potentially precarious

‘compromise’ between the primitive underlying elements, and the need for

disguise and censorship, it is possible to see how, under pressure, this

compromise may break down to reveal the underlying unconscious elements.

When the use of the internet appears to lead to an escalation of people's

sexual fantasies, what we might be witnessing is a stripping away of the

layers of censorship and disguise, so that what is laid bare are the much more

primitive, previously unconscious phantasies that underpin the adult sexual

fantasy. These almost inevitably refer to sexual thoughts that are more raw,

more infantile, and more
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taboo. Thus what appears as escalation is actually about an excavation into

the unconscious or a collapse of repression (Figure 3).

Figure 3

The process of ‘escalation’ or the breakdown of repression.

How, then, do we account for the apparent ability of the internet to

engender an interest in child abuse images in some people where, seemingly,

none existed before? If we accept Freud's (1905) view of sexuality that a

universal factor in psychosexual development is the negotiation of the

Oedipus Complex and incestuous desires and wishes towards family

members, then within every adult there is a knowledge of what it was to be

that Oedipal child. A crucial part of the mind-set of the Oedipal child is an

omnipotent wish that size and age will not stand in the way of him having

whatever he wants, and getting rid of anyone who stands in his way.

It is possible to see the residue of such Oedipal feelings in the remarkably

high proportion of college students who, when surveyed, admit to having

fantasized about having sex with a young child. In Briere and Runtz's (1989)

study, 9% said that they had such fantasies, and 5% admitted to masturbating

to such fantasies. Similarly Templeman and Stinnett (1991) found that 5% of

male college students expressed an interest in having sex with a girl under the

age of 12 years.

The pursuit of child abuse images may gratify more than just Oedipal

fantasies of cross-generational intimacy. To elaborate and savour paedophilic

fantasies there would also need to be a conscious or unconscious hostility

towards the child and perhaps a wish to see the child's own sexual

development corrupted. The depicted child may also serve as a screen for the

projection of feelings about an abused, despised, or perhaps a neglected child

self (Glasser, 1988; Wood, 2010).

It may be that thoughts about childhood sexuality, the abusive treatment of

children, and sexual intimacy between adults and children are not the sole

preserve of a very disturbed group of people deemed ‘paedophiles’, but are

much more common, are usually experienced as disturbing, and are thoughts

that are, largely, kept unconscious and not elaborated. For those who have had

more
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disturbing experiences in childhood, this adaptation may be more fragile.

What the internet appears to do is to strip away years of civilizing influences

and ego defences, and expose phantasies much closer to the primitive

underlying elements. Clinical experience points strongly to the possibility

that, in some cases, these underlying phantasies would have remained

unconscious or as disparate currents within the psyche, were it not for the

impact of the internet. Internet sex appears to have an exceptional ability to

offer a focus to the crystallization of these currents within the mind and to

undermine ego controls. In this way it has the potential to precipitate a

breakdown in healthy defences and social adaptation in vulnerable

individuals.

Sounding a note of caution against attributing too much power to the

internet, and attaching too much credence to internet offenders' account of

their own passivity, Glasgow (2010) points out that the digital evidence often

reveals a much more active interest in child pornography than offenders

necessarily admit. By analysing search terms used, the re-naming of files,

repeated accessing of files, or the deliberate ‘hiding’ of files, for example,

computer analysts can reveal a much more active picture of engagement than

was first acknowledged. With this caveat, it still seems clear that internet sex

is a potent, and for some, a potentially destructive force.

Clinical experience and empirical studies suggest some factors which may

confer particular vulnerability to the impact of internet sex. Clinically it is

striking how many of the adult patients who are now in difficulty with internet

pornography, were exposed to pornography in early adolescence. In their

qualitative study of four men involved in the manufacture of indecent images

of children, Sheehan and Sullivan (2010) found that all four reported

regularly accessing pornography by the age of 12 years. Patients' own

accounts suggest that sexual identifications are particularly malleable in the

period just prior to and during puberty, and exposure to extreme or sadistic

pornographic imagery at this stage may have a marked influence on the final

form of the sexual fantasy or central masturbation fantasy (Laufer, 1976).

From a psychoanalytic perspective, an individual who has had a troubled

or abused childhood and has not worked through this experience, may be

more at risk of engaging in fantasy where unmetabolized experiences will be

projected into a fantasy child and apparently disowned. There is some

support for this idea from empirical studies. Webb, Craissati, and Keen

(2007) found that both internet and contact offenders against children had

experienced ‘substantial’ levels of difficulty in childhood when they

considered abuse, special schooling and being taken into local authority care.

Studies of pathways to offending in internet offenders highlight ‘intimacy

deficits’ such as loneliness and low self-esteem (Henry, Mandeville-Norden,

Hayes, & Egan, 2010; Middleton, Elliott, Mandeville-Norden, & Beech,

2006), emotional dysregulation (Middleton et al., 2006) and deviancy (Henry

et al., 2010). ‘Deviancy’ included poor victim empathy and cognitive

distortions that could serve as rationalizations for offending. Thus inability to

cope with negative emotions, emotional isolation or difficulties in forming

‘real life’ adult
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relationships, and impaired capacity to appreciate the subjective experience

of children all seem to have been important factors in convicted internet

offenders; clinical experience would suggest that these are all pertinent

vulnerability factors.

Transition 3. From use of illegal images to contact offending:
Breaching the body boundary

The third transition, from use of illegal images to contact offending, seems

to be the transition about which there is the greatest societal concern and is

the subject which has attracted the most research interest. Although there is

considerable anxiety that people looking at child pornography will inevitably

pose a risk of contact offending against children, the research does not bear

this out (Glasgow, 2010).

Clinical practice also suggests that the relationship between these two

activities seems highly variable. Some individuals report turning to illegal

pornography as a way of containing deviant impulses and trying to avoid

contact offending; others describe a more pernicious relationship between the

two activities where pornography can be used to prompt recall of past acts of

abuse or rehearse future scenarios; there are others who have viewed illegal

images who seem very unlikely to commit a contact offence unless they

experience a marked breakdown of ego controls under the influence of, say,

alcohol or major psychiatric illness. Because it is rare to see patients in

therapy who have committed a contact sexual offence against a child only

after viewing child pornography, I will focus here on the research evidence

available to date.

There are a number of ways that researchers have examined the

relationship between viewing child pornography and committing a contact

sexual offence against a child. Some have tried to gauge the likelihood that

someone arrested for possessing child pornography will have committed a

previous contact offence against a child. In this relatively new field any

research evidence is tentative, but the prevalence of a sexual contact history

in people arrested for child pornography offences ranges from 8% at the point

of arrest to 44% in prison samples receiving treatment (nine studies reviewed

by Seto, 2009). Hanson (2009), reviewing results of 10 studies, reports

average rates of prior contact offending in 17% based on official records, to

74% in studies based on self-report. There is some concern that rates from

self-report studies may be inflated by incentives to ‘own up’ to past offences

even if untrue (Seto, 2009). However, at least one-third of those convicted of

child pornography offences appear to have committed no prior contact

offence, and the figure may be much higher in those who have not yet come to

the attention of the police. One implication of this research for clinicians is

that there may be a much higher rate of undisclosed prior contact offences in

child pornography users than is at first apparent.

A second research method involves longitudinal studies which aim to

assess the probability of an internet offender going on to commit a contact

offence against a child. Of those with no prior contact offence, a very small

proportion go on to commit a contact offence.  There is definitely not an

inevitable progression
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from pornography to child abuse within the time scales that have been studied.

Preliminary studies about those convicted of child pornography offences who

do go on to commit a contact offence suggest that those scoring higher on

criminal history variables, such as previous convictions for violent crimes

and earlier age of first conviction, are more likely to go on to abuse a child

(Seto, 2009). A third type of study compares the characteristics of those who

appear to have only committed internet offences, with contact sex offenders.

Webb, Craissati, and Keen (2007) found many similarities between the two

groups but found that those who committed contact offences against children

are more likely to have experienced physical abuse in childhood.

Thus two types of study, those comparing these two groups of offenders

and longitudinal studies, highlight breaches of the body boundary as

precursors of contact offending. Those who have experienced ‘breaches of the

body boundary’ themselves as children, are more likely to commit a contact

offence against a child, and those who have previously breached the body

boundary of others in a violent and illegal way, are more likely to sexually

abuse a child. In psychoanalytic terms, bodily enactment seems to represent a

significant barrier, and in many people breaching this hurdle is prevented by

effective ego functioning. It is interesting that for many internet-only

offenders, the ego appears to be able to continue to recognize violence against

the actual body of another as prohibited, even though when immersed in

internet sex, many individuals imagine that the taboo on fantasies of cross-

generational sex has dissolved.

Conclusions

There seem to be some people who are very vulnerable to the particular

stimulus which internet sex represents. This group might include:

ο those with underlying depression and a tendency to resort to

sexualisation as a manic defence;

ο those with experiences of sexual over-stimulation in childhood;

ο those whose experience of childhood is very unresolved and who are

driven to project their distress into a fantasy child; and

ο those for whom adult intimacy arouses intolerable anxieties.

It may be that these characteristics combine to increase vulnerability
in some individuals. Where there is a marked vulnerability, accessing
internet sex may act as a catalyst to the breakdown of defences, a
shift in the level of repression around sexuality, and the amplification of
manic, perverse, sadistic and defiant traits; this can potentially lead to
people with no prior history of offending becoming caught in a web of
child abuse images and paedophilic fantasy.

What can we expect to achieve in psychoanalytic psychotherapy? This is

one of the patients referred to above after about three years of once-weekly

therapy:

‘My computer and internet use in the last few weeks has reduced

almost to zero. I can't be arsed to do it. The thought of all that

repetition. The boredom is insane.
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I think of what would happen if I made contact with someone and

it's absolutely predictable what would happen. Two hours later

you're exactly where you started from. When I was using the

internet before I thought I was in control – I could stop whenever I

liked and just click off. Now I'm more available [for having a

relationship] I realize all the other people on there are just like me.

They imagine they are in control’.

With psychoanalytic psychotherapy there is the possibility that as the
inner world changes, so virtual sex may lose its allure. Nevertheless,
the transference faces the patient with the anxieties posed by a real-
world relationship, and this inevitably requires slow and painstaking
work. The therapist will inevitably find themselves pitted against the
immediate excitements and gratification offered by the virtual world.

1. While women also use internet sex their pattern of usage and clinical

presentation is often different to that of men and will not be addressed here.

The masculine pronoun will be used throughout to refer to patients.

2. This work has largely been undertaken at the Portman Clinic, Tavistock

and Portman NHS Foundation Trust, which has seen a marked increase in

patients presenting with problems with legal and illegal pornography since

the first referral in 1998.

3. Level 1 and 2 images as defined by the Sentencing Guidelines Council.

4. I will use the term ‘fantasy’ to denote a conscious fantasy in the popular

sense of the word, and ‘phantasy’ to denote an unconscious fantasy.

5. Seto (2009) reports rates of 8.5% and 4% committing a contact offence

within 5.9 and 3.9 years follow-up respectively in two Canadian cohorts.
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