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Understanding How Pornography
Affects Developing Brains

Young people today are encountering pornography earlier than ever before.
Research shows the average age of first exposure is 12, and most teens report
seeing pornography before age 17.* At the same time, adolescence is one of the
most critical periods of brain development. Because the teenage brain is still
forming the neural pathways that shape behavior, learning, and emotional
regulation, exposure to highly stimulating content like pornography can have a
powerful impact on how the brain develops? and how young people understand
relationships, sexuality, and themselves.2

The Human Brain & Pornography

How Pornography Activates the Brain’s Reward System
Pornography can overstimulate the brain’s reward circuitry — a process researchers
say may function similarly to other addictive behaviors.*

Sexual stimulation
triggers activity in the
brain’s reward circuitry —
the system that motivates
us to repeat what we
decode as pleasurable
behaviors, but are in fact
more complex.®

Viewing pornographic content
delivers intense, highly
stimulating sexual imagery
that grabs their attention.2

Dopamine strengthens
neural pathways that
reinforce behaviors
associated with pleasure.2

The brain releases dopamine, a
neurotransmitter that creates
feelings of pleasure and
anticipation.?


https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0102419
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/press-releases/new-report-reveals-truths-about-how-teens-engage-with-pornography
https://nyaspubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1196/annals.1440.010
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10720162.2012.660431
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.3402/snp.v3i0.20767
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0102419
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0102419
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.3402/snp.v3i0.20767

THE NEUROSCIENCE OF PORNOGRAPHY

Because porn hurts kids.

Porn changes neural pathways  Porn can create tolerance

The brain’s ability to change and adapt — With repeated exposure, the
known as neuroplasticity — means that brain can adapt to high levels of dopamine
repeated exposure to pornography can release, meaning a person needs to seek
strengthen neural pathways associated more novel or extreme content to achieve
with sexual arousal and learning.2 Over the same level of stimulation.’2 Over time,
time, these reinforced pathways shape how this process can shift expectations about
young people understand sexual sexual experiences and relationships.
experiences and relationships.

) Why This Matters for Young People

e The adolescent brain is still developing.

e Teen brains are more sensitive to rewards and novelty.

¢ Neural pathways formed during adolescence can shape long-
term patterns of behavior, expectations, and relationships.!

Teen Brains Are Especially Vulnerable

Adolescence is a period of rapid brain development. During these years, the
systems that drive reward and motivation develop earlier than the systems
responsible for impulse control and decision-making, making highly stimulating
content more influential .’

The Adolescent Brain Is Still Developing

Adolescence is the second most active period of brain
development after early childhood.”

Impulse control is still maturing
The prefrontal cortex, responsible for

decision-making, planning, and impulse
control, continues developing into early
adulthood. Because systems that regulate
impulses are still developing, teens may

have more difficulty resisting highly
stimulating experiences.

Highly sensitive to rewards
Brain regions involved in motivation and reward are
especially active during adolescence, making teens
more responsive to exciting or novel experiences.>


https://nyaspubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1196/annals.1440.010
https://nyaspubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1196/annals.1440.010
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.3402/snp.v3i0.20767
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.3402/snp.v3i0.20767
https://nyaspubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1196/annals.1440.010
https://doi.org/10.1196/annals.1308.009
https://nyaspubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1196/annals.1440.010
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Porn Is a Powerful “Supernormal Stimulus”

Pornography can function as a “supernormal stimulus” — an exaggerated version of
a natural reward that can trigger a stronger response in the brain.”®
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Real-world Supernormal
stimulus stimulus
Healthy attraction / safe intimacy Highly stimulating pornographic imagery
Moderate reward signal Strong reward signal
Real-life variability Endless novelty and intensity

Because teen brains are highly responsive to rewards but still developing self-

control systems, exaggerated stimuli can have a stronger influence on developing
neural pathways.

Why Visual Images Are Powerful for the Brain

The “picture superiority effect”

Research shows that the brain processes and
remembers images more easily than words.
Visual information tends to capture attention more

quickly and remain in memory longer.

Because pornography is primarily visual, these
images may leave stronger and more lasting
impressions on developing brains.



https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/1003125/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.3402/snp.v3i0.20767
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Possible Mental Health Effects

Because adolescence is a critical period for brain and emotional development,
repeated exposure to pornography may influence how young people think,
feel, and relate to others. Research has linked adolescent pornography
exposure with several mental health and social challenges.’®

Research links adolescent

porn exposure with:

e Depression and anxiety
¢ Difficulty concentrating

- X
e Social withdrawal
« Relationship difficulties What Parents and
e Unrealistic expectations about Ca regivers Can Do

sex and bodies .
E/f Start conversations early. Talk

about hypersexualized media
and pornography before
exposure happens. Find helpful
tips and conversation starters
here.

E/T Explain how porn differs from
real relationships. Porn is
scripted and unrealistic.

M Stay engaged with digital life.
Ask about what kids see online.

I__CultureReframed
= e = Use tools wisely. Parental

controls help, but

conversations matter most.

ﬁ m Q G To learn more about having these

critical conversations, explore
@CultureReframed Culture Reframed's free online
www.culturereframed.org courses for parents, educators, and
info@culturereframed.org professionals.
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https://culturereframed.org/
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https://culturereframed.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/Talking_With_Young_People_About_Porn_Culture_Reframed.pdf
https://culturereframed.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/Talking_With_Young_People_About_Porn_Culture_Reframed.pdf
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https://culturereframed.org/courses/
https://culturereframed.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Culture-Reframed-Harms-of-Pornography-07-2024-12.pdf
https://culturereframed.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Culture-Reframed-Harms-of-Pornography-07-2024-12.pdf
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