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DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH & HUMAN SERVICES

The Surgeon General of the
Public Health Service
Washington DC 20201

August 1, 1986
The Hon. Edwin Meese, 111
Attorney General
U:S. Department of Justice
Constitution Avenue and 10th Street, NW
Washington, D.C. 20530

Dear Mr. Attorney General:

I am pleased to transmit to you the report of the "Surgeon General's Workshop on
Pornography and Public Health,” which was held in Arlington, Virginia, on June 22-24.
The Workshop and this report are in respose to a request from the Chair, Mr. Henry E.
Hudson, and the Members of the Attorney General's Commission on Pornography that the
U.S. Public Health Service provide information to the Commission on the possible effects
pornography may have upon public health. I hope the enclosed report is helpful to the
work of your Department.

May I add that we were extremely fortunate to have had participants at the Workshop,
each of whom demonstrated throughout the intensive day and evening sessions an
extraordinary degree of interest, knowledge, and collegiality. They deserve great credit
and the sincere thanks of their government. In addition, a great many persons from both
our Departments contributed to the planning and the ultimate success of this Workshop;
however, I would like to give special acknowledgment to the following:

Jo Ann Gasper, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Population Affairs, OASH

Saleem Shah, PhD, Chief of the Antisocial and Violent Behaviore Branch, National
Institute of Mental Health, ADAMHA;

David Heppel, MD, Chief, Child/Adolescent Primary Care Services Branch, Division
of Maternal and Child Health, HRSA;

Theodore O. Cron, Special Assistant to the Assistant Secretary for Health and the
Surgeon General, OASH;

Stephanie J. Stein, Special Assistant to the Surgeon General, OASH;

Jacqueline Friedewalde, proprietor of Conference Management Associates.

If the U.S. Public Health can be of any further assistance to the work of the Department
of Justice in this or other matters, please let me know.

Sincerely yours,

C. Everett Koop, MD, DSc
Surgeon General

Enclosure
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on Pornography and Public Health

June 22-23-24, 1986
Stouffer Concourse Hotel
Adington, Virginia
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Workshop Chairperson: Alberto Serrano, MD
Director. Philadelphia Child Guidance Clinic
Professor. Child Psychology, University of Pennsyvivania

Sunday, June 22, 1986

3:00 PM REGISTRATION (Plaza level)
6:00 PM RECEPTION, Cash bar (Dewey I. Plaza level)
T:00 PM DINNER (Dewey 1. Plaza level)

® Keynote and **Charge ¢o the Partidpants”
C. Everett Koop. MD
Surgeon General
U.S. Public Health Service

¢ “‘Psychological Research and Public Policy: Taking a Long. Hard Look
Before We Leap™
Authors: Don Byme. PhD
Professor & Chairman. Department of Psychology
State University of New York at Albany
Kathryn Kelley. PhD
Associate Professor, Department of Psychology
State University of New York at Albany

Drscussane: Jon R. Conte, PhD
Assistant Professor
School of Social Service Administration
University of Chicago

Monday, June 23, 1986

7:30 AM BREAKFAST (Dewey I, Plaza level)

* “'Remarks’’
Henry Hudson
Chairman
Autorney General's Commission on Pornography




Monday, June 23, 1986, (conr'q)

9:00 AM OPENING PLENARY SESSION (James Room. Lobby level)
* “‘Effects of Prolonged Consumption of Pornography’
Author: Dolf Zillman, PhD. Professor -
Insticuce for Communications Research. Indiana Univ
Drscussans:  Albent Bandura. PhD
David Starr Jordan Professor of Social Science in
Psychology
Stanford University
10:30 AM COFFEE BREAK
10:45 AM RECONVENE PLENARY SESSION (James Room. Lobby Level)
* Do Sexually Violent Media Indirecdy Contribute to Antisocial
Behavior?"’
Author: Neil M. Malamuth, PhD
Chairman. Communications Studies
University of California ac Los Angeles
Drscussans:  Carol Nadelson. MD
Professor & Vice Chairman. Department of Psychiatry
Tufts University School of Medicine
New England Medical Center
12:15 PM LUNCH (Dewey 1. Plaza level)
1:30 PM RECONVENE PLENARY SESSION (James Room. Lobby level)
¢ “*Effects on Juveniles of Being Used for Prostitution and Pornography’’
Author: Mimi H. Silbert, PhD
President & Chief Executive Officer
Delancey Street Foundation
Discussant:  Robert W. Deisher, MD
Professor of Pediatrics
Direcror, Division of Adolescent Medicine
University of Washington School of Medicine

3:00 PM COFFEE BREAK
3:15 PM RECONVENE PLENARY SESSION (James Room. Lobby level)
® “‘Techniques Designed to Mitigate the Impact of Mass Media Sexual
Violence on Adolescents aod Adules™”
Author: Edward Donnerstein, PhD
Professor; Center for Communications Research
Depanment of Communications Ans
University of Wisconsin at Madison
Discussans:  Gene G. Abel, MD
Professor of Psychiatry
Emory University School of Medicine
4:45 PM ADJOURN AFTERNOON SESSIONS
6:30 PM DINNER (Dewey 1, Plaza level)
¢ “FBI Rescarch and Violent Criminal Behavior™”
Robert Ressler, Supervisory Special Agent
National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime
FBl Academy




Monday, June 23, 1986, (cos:'9)

8:00 PM RECONVENE PLENARY SESSION (James Room, Lobby level)

® ‘On Showing Sex to Children: Video and Remarks’*
Bradley Greenberg, PhD
Chairman, Depantment of Telecommunications
Michigan Scate University

Tuesday, June 24, 1986

7:30 AM BREAKFAST (Dewey I, Plaza level)
8:30 AM CONVENE IN TWO CONCURRENT CONSENSUS SESSIONS
Participants will be assigned to one of the following sessions:
® Coansensus Sessioa | (Room 104, First floor)
**Effects of Poraography on Childrea and Youag Adules’

Facilitator:  Joyce N. Thomas, RN. MPH
Director, Division of Child Protection
Children’s Hospital National Medical Center

¢ Conseasus Session II (Room 204, Second floor)
‘‘New Possibilicies foe Prevendon and Treatment™

Faciitator:  Carol Harman, RN, DNSc
Professor, Boston College
School of Nursing

10:00 AM COFFEE BREAK
10:15 AM RECONVENE CONSENSUS SESSIONS I AND 1

11:00 AM CONVENE IN CONSENSUS SESSION Il (James Room. Lobby ievel)
¢ “‘The Research Ageada for the Furure'’

Facilitator:  Murtay A. Straus, PhD
Director, Family Research Laboratory
University of New Hampshire

12:15 PM LUNCH (Dewey 1, Plaza level)

1:13 PM RECONVENE IN PLENARY SESSION—WORKSHOP SUMMATION
® Presentation 10 the Surgeon General Resules from Coasensus Sessions I,

* Surgeon General's Response
2:30 PM WORKSHOP IS ADJOURNED

Al plenary sessions will be recorded.

This workshop is beimg held at the reguess of the Astormey Gemeral's Commission om
Pormograpby. Funding s provided by the U.S. Justice Depersment
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OVERVIEW

Purpose of the Report

From certain perspectives, the question of restraining the availability and use of
pornography is a relatively straightforward issue. For the active moralist, for
example, it is an instance in which the government should fulfill its obligation to
provide a healthy public atmosphere for the development of its citizens. For the
ardent feminist, government restrictions can combat & system that promotes the
active subjugation of women and the fostering of the public perception that women
actually desire subjugation. For the avid civil libertarian, restrictions in this area
should be resisted as dangerous indicators of a government's capacity to control infor-
mation and thus undercut our basic freedoms. Although the particulars of govern-
mental action are not resolved by any of these general positions, the limits of
acceptable action are clearly set by them.

This report does not attempt to side with, reconcile, or even comment upon the
general positions that can be taken on restricting pornography. The aim is much more
modest. This report summarizes the consensus of a group of social scientists and
mental health professionals regarding the nature and extent of evidence about the
effects of pornography, especially the effects on children and adolescents. The pur-
pose of this assessment is not to preseribe public policy. To assume that social
science or clinical practice offers such dispositive wisdom would be to greatly over-
estimate both the scope and accuracy of professional knowledge. Public policy
decisions are better decided by the balancing of tensions engaged in by judges,
legislatois, and social erities.

An examination like the present one informs those more central to the policy
process about the views of a group of social seientists regarding what is known in an
area and what yet needs to be known in order to make more definitive statements. In
performing this function, social scientists help to clarify the evidence that supports or
refutes arguments for certain courses of social action. Expert commentary on the
validity of assumptions of fact or the adequacy of theory is valuable to the policy
formation process because it highlights the line between accepted-social science evi-
dence and values or morality. Ideally, it can thus force discussion of these latter
issues to be done more openly.



Previous Investigations Into the Effects of Pornography

The Surgeon General's workshop that generated this report was not the first govern-
mentally sponsored effort to examine the question of the social effects of pornog-
raphy. In the late 1960's, the Commission on Obscenity and Pornography was formed,
and after funding much research and holding many hearings, released its report in
1970. Its findings were basically summarized in its introduction: "Empirical research
designed to clarify the issue has found no relisble evidence that exposure to sexually
explicit materials plays a significant role in the causation of delinquent or criminal
sexual behavior among youth or adults." The report was criticized by both Commis-
sion members (Cline, 1970) and others (see Krafka, 1985) for flaws in the design of
some commissioned research, misinterpretations of some of the research, limitations
of the scope of much of the research done. Despite critisisms, however, the general
conclusion of the Commission—that pornography has no marked social effects—has
continued to be the generally accepted and often cited wisdom in this area.

In response to a growing concern over child pornography in particular, both
houses of Congress held hearings into the issue of child pornography in 1977. During
these hearings, witnesses estimated that between 300,000 and 600,000 children were
involved in the production of pornography and that more than 260 child pornography
publications were being produced (Pierce, 1984). Subsequent to these hearings, the
federal government and nearly all state governments enacted laws against the pro-
duction, distribution, and possession of child pornography.

In 1979, the British government sponsored the Committee on Obscenity and
Film Censorship. The conclusions of this Committee, based in large part on a research
review by Yaffe and Nelson (1979) were similar to those of the 1970 United States
Commission on Obscenity and Pornography. Like its predecessor, however, this com-
mittee report was also criticized for its failure to include what were considered
relevant research studies (Court, 1980).

The Canadian government convened the Special Committee on Pornography and
Prostitution, which delivered its report in 1985. The Committee found that while
individual research projects had shown some of the effects of pornography, as a whole,
the research was contradictory and inconclusive, and could not be relied upon as a
guide for policy formation.

The United States Attorney General's Commission on Pornography was formed
in 1985 in response to a number of concerns: (a) continuing criticism of the findings of
previous commissions; (b) recent technological advances and changes in social
standards that had allowed both youth and adults easier access to pornography; (c)
recent research (e.g., Malamuth & Spinner, 1980; Smith, 1976) indicating that the



content of both ™hardcore” and traditional "softcore” pornography had changed in the
1970's and 1980's to include considerably more sexually violent material; and (d)
preliminary research suggesting that these new forms of pornography had different
effects on viewers' attitudes and behaviors than the pornography studied earlier.
These developments called for a reassessment of the possible impact of the changes in
the content and patterns of use. Moreover, a new research approack had emerged,
emphasizing that the message communicated by the pornography might have at least
as much effect as the explicitness of the sexual content, and an evaluation of new
findings thus seemed in order.

The mandate of the Commission was in part to "determine the nature, extent,
and impact on society of pornography in the United States, and to make specific
recommendations to the Attorney General concerning more effective ways in which
the spread of pornography could be contained, consistent with constitutional guar-
antees.” Although no new research was funded by this Commission, it did undertske
public hearings in which current research was explained and information about the
current manufacture and distribution of pornography was gathered. Numerous wit-
nesses who viewed themselves as victims of pornography also testified.

The Surgeon General of the United States was asked to testify before the
Attorney General's Commission, and subsequently agreed to provide the Attorney
General with a report summarizing the evidence that was available from the scientific
community regarding the effects of pornography on public health. In order to provide
this information, the Surgeon General's Workshop on Pornography was convened, con~
sisting of 20 members from the communications, medical, mental health, and social
science fields. The goal of the Workshop was to provide the Surgeon General and the
U.S Public Health Service, as well as the Attorney General's Commission, with infor-
mation regarding three general questions: (1) what is known, with a reasonable degree
of certainty, about the effects of pornography on the mental and physical health of
those in the United States, especially on children and young people; (2) what additional
effects are justifiably suspected and how these posited effects could be verified or
refuted ; and (3) what actions could be taken by those in the medical, mental health,
and public health fields in order to combat any negative effects of pornography.

Papers were prepared by five experts who had either conducted research into
the effect of pornography or were familiar with the effects on youth who had par-
ticipated in the production of pornography. These papers and discussant reactions to
the papers served as focal points for the first part of the Workshop. Three consensus
sessions were then held: one to summarize current knowledge about the effects of por-
nography on children and adolescents, a second to suggest prevention and intervention
measures for those who might be or have been affected by pornography (either as con-



sumers or as participants in its production), and the third to outline a course of future
research.

This report captures the essence of the discussions held during the two days of
the Surgeon General's Workshop on Pornography. A general discussion of the process
of research in this area is presented first. Then, the conclusions of the Workshop
participants regarding the effects of pornography are presented, as well as the evi-
dence upon which these conclusions were based. Finally, recommmendations for
prevention and treatment and for future research are given.



BASIC RESEARCH PROBLEMS

The Underlying Issues

Designing and executing research to isolate the unique effects that exposure to
pornography may have on children and adolescents is & formidable task because of the
methodological and ethical barriers inherent in doing such investigations. Exposure to
pornography is only one of many interdependent factors potentially affecting a child,
and attempting to isolate its unique effects forces the researcher to oversimplify the
complex process of development. Moreover, conducting investigations regarding ex-
posure to pornography while protecting subjects from potential harm creates a number
of vexing ethical dilemmas. Given these constraints, it is not too surprising that the
amount of directly relevant information that can be gathered from the social sciences
regarding this question is limited.

1t is important to note first that the effect on children of any particular influ-
ence like exposure to pornography is the result of many interacting factors. Most
cbviously, the effects of exposure are likely to differ depending on the age of the
child. Because of new cognitive and social skills that develop as a child matures, the
effect that an experience with pornography has at one age does not always correspond
to the effect that it has at another. In addition, recently it has become clear that
there is considerable variation between children in their proclivities for certain
activities or susceptibility to particular influences. Children bring dispositional
tendencies and early learning patterns into any interaction with the environment, and
these may also produce wide variation in the impact that any particular influence or
incident has on the child. Finally, exposure to pornography does not occur in a
vacuum. Like any other factors that might influence child development, exposure to
pornography is unlikely to exert an influence totally distinct from the setting and
social context in which it is experienced. For example, a short exposure and
subsequent discussion with a parent about the factual accuracy or value message of
the material would in all likelihood have a quite different effect than repeated
solitary exposure. How to test systematically the effects of exposure to pornography
in the face of this myriad of potential influences is obviously quite a methodological

challenge.



Even if one is willing to chip away systematically at these multiple interactions
through circumseribed investigations, however, there are ethical constraints that
inevitably limit the types of research designs that can be used. Because the exact
short term effects on children of exposure to pornography are unknown, and because
exposing youth to pornography for experimental purposes could conceivably produce
actual ill effects, this tactic violates & basic moral sense of the limits of acceptable
social scientific practice. The researcher, therefore, is caught in a Catch-22 situa-
tion. It is impossible to know exactly what effects different types_of materials might
have on children without investigating the phenomenon systematicaily, but it is impos-
sible to do the investigations as long as adverse effects are hypothesized. Moreover,
showing an effect would guarantee that future investigations would be even further
restricted, since there would then be proof of the risk.

Aside from the simple fact that showing pornography to children is a morally
distasteful and at present an ethically unsupportable manipulation, the lack of clear
knowledge or theory regarding expected long term outcomes of such exposure also
presents an ethical difficulty. Even if it could be demonstrated that negative short-
term effects could be controlled by debriefing, it would still be important to be able
to assert that long term effects of a childs involvement in such research would be
negligible. Because of the possible multiple interactions between exposure to porncg-
raphy and other contextual and dispositional variables, however, it is impossible to
predict what the ultimate effects of such exposure might be for a youth taking part in
such research. Without adequate theory to guide an assessment of the risks of this
research for children, investigators are unable to present & balanced (even if only
theoretical) argument regarding methods to protect against ill effects. In the end, the
individual risk factors predis- posing children to various influences are too unclear, the
potential negative outcomes are too diffuse, and the theory too sparse to protect
children taking part in the direct research that would need to be done.

Because of these ethical constraints, we are unable to scientifically test many
of the propositions related to the effects of pornography on children. Thus, the field
of available data upon which any general conclusions can be based is bound to be of
questionable seientific rigor. Instead of examining direct tests of hypotheses, we must
extrapolate and speculate regarding the effects of pornography on children and ado-
lescents from related research. There are three basic types of investigations—
clinical, laboratory, and correlational—that are relevant in this effort, and each one
has its advantages and limitations. It is useful to be aware of the qualities of each
approach while considering the applicability of their findings to children and ado-

lescents.



Clinical Studies

One source of information about the effects of pornography on children and adoles-
cents are clinical studies involving youth who have come to the attention of juvenile
justice or mental health agencies. These reports are valuable because they provide a
glimpse at the casualties of youthful exposure to harmful influences. Unlike statisti-
cal analyses of patterns within large groups of subjects,_,,ﬂclinical studies frame
problems in human terms. Devastating subjective experiences do not become diluted
by numbers representing differences between group averages.

The rich texture of clinical data is valuable for the development of theory,
especially in an area like pornography where ethical considerations prohibit empirical
investigations with larger, more representative samples. Clinical studies highlight
relevant issues to be considered in any theoretical formulation and pose potential
hypotheses regarding the mechanisms behind certain observed effects. Clinical ac-
counts provide direction for more controlled investigations and promote theory that is
linked to the subjective experiences of the practitioners and the youth involved.

Clinical studies are limited in value, however, when testing hypotheses and
theories. Their greatest general limitation is the inability to isolate the specific
effects of the variable being considered (such as exposure to pornography) from other
potentially influential variables. Using clinical data alone, it is impossible to attribute
a particular amount of an observed effect to & variable in question. For that matter, it
is impossible to conclusively attribute any effect to a specific variable. In order to
make such causal statements, it is necessary to compare the effects seen in a clinical
sample with those seen in an appropriately matched control group. This cannot be ac-
complished through the use of clinical samples alone.

Clinical studies have another problem resulting from their focus only on youth
with identified problems. The effects of the circumstances that form the basis for the
identification (e.g., sexual abuse) cannot be separated accurately from the effects of
the discovery of those circumstances. For instance, it is impossible to tell with any
rigor how much of the distress shown by a child in therapy results from actual parti-
cipation in pornography and how much is precipitated by the reactions of others such
as parents, friends, and teachers to the discovery of the child's involvement. For
example, Burgess, Hartman, MacCausland and Powers (1984) found that behavioral
problems of some children involved in sex and pornography rings increased after their
participation was discovered. The jdentification process itself provides an influence
on behavior that is very difficult to gauge.

Perhaps the most subtle problem with clinical reports is the inevitable tendency



for individuals who report on clinical phenomenon to interpret and report their obser-
vations in a way that supports their beliefs about the phenomenon in question. Those
writing clinical reports have beliefs that necessarily influence the general approach
taken to the subject matter, the types of questions asked, and the interpretations of
the results. The lack of a broadly accepted method in this area is both a strength and
a weakness. It allows for insightful and broad analyses and condones bias at the same
time, often resulting in contradictory findings and conclusions that produce more
careful debate than resolution. Clinical reports thus often illustrate, but rarely
irre futably substantiate, different perspectives on & question. '

All of these concerns make it troublesome to rely soley upon clinical reports to
gain a clear picture of the potential problems connected with exposure to or involve-
ment in pornography for children and adolescents in general. Children who have run
away from home and are encouraged to produce pornography by being shown porno-
graphic pictures do not necessarily represent all children, and their reactions to being
shown pornography do not necessarily represent the inevitable response of children to
exposure. Similarly, the effects on delinquent youth of viewing pornography do not
necessarily mirror those of nondelinquent youth. The reactions of these select
samples to participation in or exposure to pornography may differ significantly from
those of children from less troubled backgrounds.

It is important, therefore, to remember the values and limits of clinical re-
search as the literature in this area is reviewed. Rather than interpreting clinical
accounts as proof, we should instead view them as rich reminders of how devastating
certain influences can be to victimized children. In addition, they can clearly point
toward the issues that must be addressed more rigorously and make us feel why it is so

important to pursue those investigations.

Laboratory Studies

Laboratory research provides another source of potentially valuable information about
the effects of exposure 10 pornography. Using controlled settings and consistent
materials, this type of research can systematically test for individual differences
produced by altering either the types of pornographic materials seen or the conditions
under which they are seen. The attraction of this approach is that it is "scientific” in
the sense that hypotheses can be directly tested and findings can be amassed to
support global theories. The drawback of such an approach is its inherent artificiality;
phenomena in the lab are not always what they may be in the real world.



The advantages of this approach for increasing our understanding of the effects
of exposure to pornography are considerable. First, it allows for control over the
types and amount of materials seen. As a result, the effects of sexually explicit
materials can be compared to the effects of sexually violent materials or the effects
of single exposures can be compared to those obtained with repeated exposures.
Second, this approach allows for control over possible extraneous variables that might
affect the results, allowing heightened confidence that any observed differences were
caused by the factors that were manipulated. For instance, individuals can be ran-
domly assigned to different conditions of exposure to control for self-selection
factors, or anger levels can be manipulated before testings for the display of an out-
come behavior of interest. Third, it promotes the systematic construction of theory
regarding the mechanisms by which any effects resulting from exposure occur. Results
from one series of experiments can be further refined in later studies until a clearer
picture.emerges. Laboratory aggression against women in these studies, for example,
has been shown to be affected by the content of sexually violent materials, thus pro-
moting a theory of a synergistic effect between the presentation of violence and sex
in promoting targeted aggression against women.

There are also many limitations of laboratory approaches applied to studies of
exposure to pornography. First, as mentioned earlier, there is the nagging question of
whether the results obtained in the lab actually reflect the world as it is outside of the
lab. The vast majority of lab studies in this area use college students as subjects,
create manipulations that are usually contrived and less complex than the influences
occurring in real life, anc produce effects that are only analogues of the actual behav-
iors of interest. Regarding pornography, the concern about the applicability to the
everday world centers on whether the attitudes and behaviors of college students
regarding sex are adequately representative of the general population, whether the
types and patterns of exposure in the 1ab are comparable to regular or sporadic por-
nography use, and whether the short term effects produced can be interpreted as hav-
ing any substantial relationship to behavior patterns outside the lab. There is &
particular related cor;cem that those individuals who volunteer for laboratory studies
(especially those studies involving penile tumescence measures) may not be represen-
tative of the general pool of potential subjects, possibly being more sexually liberal
and having more varied sexual experiences (e.g.y Malamuth & Check, 1983).

Second, laboratory studies operate primarily from & hypothesis testing model.
In this approach, demonstration of differences between groups exposed to different
trestments is taken as evidence that the manipulation has been sufficiently powerful

to rule out the possibility that the observed group differences were produced merely
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by chance. A lack of differences is taken to mean that the manipulation did not have
an effect substantially greater than what might have resulted from random fluctua-
tions, but it does not necessarily rule out the possibility that there might be an effect
under slightly different circumstances. Thus, this model for experimentation nearly
guarantees that only significant results will be reported in the literature, since "no
effect™ is an inconclusive statement. As a result, it is difficult to know how many
studies were done that were unable to produce any observed result. This generally
unavailable information is important because the presence of a large number of these
unreported results may indicate that the regularity and strength of a particular effect
is really rather low even though it has been reported to have occurred under controlled
conditions (Rosenthal, 1978). This drawback makes it impossible to merely compare
the number of published studies showing a particular effect and those not showing the
effect, when assessing whether the effect exists.

In a related vein, it is difficult to judge whether the strength of an effect that
will produce statistically significant group differences in a controlled study reflects a
difference that is of significant magnitude in the real world. A difference of 2.5 on a
7-point rating scale completed by a large number of college students, for instance,
may produce a highly statistically significant effect in a controlled study. Whether
this difference really translates into an attitude difference of noticeable proportions
in the real world, however, is another question. In short, lab studies offer the
opportunity to contruct theory but can only rarely test how well that theory goes
beyond the controlled setting of the lab.

Correlational Studies

The third type of social scientific evidence commonly considered when at-
tempting to assess the effects of pornography is that examining relationships between
or changes in social indicators. This strategy usually involves examining the correl-
ation between two indicators under different conditions (e.g., the incidence of rape
and the distribution of sexually oriented magazines in different states) or changes in
the frequency or magnitude of an indicator over a given time period (e.g., changes in
rape rates after a loosening of the restrictions on pornography). Examinations of
social indicators are particularly useful for generating hypotheses about how people
might be acting or for predicting how 2 social system might operate.

Because of their general nature, investigations using these designs are open to
several problems. The major problem is their limited capacity to control for the
numerous variables that may be contributing to any observed correlation or shift. For
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example, a shift in demographic composition or reporting practices over time can af-
fect the relationships seen in aggregate population data, or other unmeasured vari-
ables can be mediating a relationship between the two variables being examined.
These influences may cause the change in one variable to be mistakenly attributed to
a second variable. Researchers attempt to guard against these influences by examining
changes in other variables that might be logical causes of the observed changes, but it
is always an open question whether enough of these extraneous factors have been con-
sidered or if the researcher has examined the right ones. Somewhat like clinical
studies, correlational research offers us a glimpse of the real world, but at an
aggregate level that is highly dependent upon the measures chosen.

Studies of this sort also come under considerable criticism regarding the ac-
curacy with which the social indicators chosen actually reflect the particular theo-
retical notion in question. Variables are usually taken from existing data bases and
are assumed to be reasonable proxies for more abstract notions. The number of
radults only" movie theaters in an area, for example, might be used as an indicator of
a community's acceptance of pornography, or salary differential between sexes might
be used as an indicator of the status of women. How well these measures actually
capture the concept under consideration, however, is often debatsble, and there is
often the real possibility that different results would have been obtained using
different indicators.

Finally, interpretation problems arise with studies of social indicators. It is
often difficult to keep in mind that associations seen in aggregate data may or may
not reflect processes operating within or among individuals. For example, although
the availability of sexually explicit materials may be correlated with the incidence of
rape in particular areas (Baron & Straus, 1984), this association does not mean that the
same individuals are accounting for both rates. This observed relationship could be
present even if two totally nonoverlapping groups of individuals were accounting for
each indicator. As a result, investigations of this sort that rely on aggregate data
provide no conclusive information about the extent of the relationship of the variables
of interest in the individuals who compose the groups examined.

In the end, the best that can be offered are demonstrations of an observed
correlation, but no real information about whether the results indicate a causal
relationship. Because of the open-ended nature of the arguments that can usually be
raised against any observed correlation, studies of this sort are usually viewed as
adjunct sources of support for particular arguments or as indicators of potentially

fruitful places to begin more controlled studies.
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Summary

Given the problems with each of these approaches to research, one might be
left with the impression that all social science data is flawed to the point of being
unconvincing to the discerning reader. This interpretation, however, would be overly
harsh. Instead, what should be taken from this critical review is the simple idea that
no one study or set of findings using only one method should be taken as definitive.
While certain questions are best suited to particular forms of investigation, one piece
of evidence standing alone or without considerable theoretical support should be
viewed with skepticism.

When more than one approach is used to investigate the same specific question
or hypothesis and consistent findings emerge, however, it is evident that something
has been found that warrants consideration by policymakers and researchers alike.
There are ways that each method outlined above compensates for the inadequacies of
the other methods and consistent findings therefore argue for little likelihood that the
particular approach taken has skewed the results in a particular way. Each of the
above methods has been used in examining the effects of pornography, and an
assessment of what this evidence ultimately says requires a careful weighing of the
methods used and the consistency of findings across different methods. There are
some statements that can be made with scientific confidence because they are validly

demonstrated and/or theoretically sound.
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CONSENSUS STATEMENTS

Introduction

Workshop participants were given the charge of reaching some consensus regarding the
effects of pornography on the public health of citizens, expecially children and
adolescents. The list of consensus statements that emerged was intended to provide a
reasoned, rather than a partisan, summary of what social science can say with con-
fidence about the effects of pornography. Each of the five consensus statements that
follows relates to a circumscribed effect of pornography that is supported by directly
relevant social science data and is tenable in light of demonstrated theory in related
areas of inquiry.

There have been many claims other than those listed here regarding the effects
of various forms of pornography. What are listed here are conclusions that have, in
the opinion of the participants, been demonstrated with a required degree of social
science accuracy. This is not to say that other purported effects of pornography have
been examined and found to be false. Presently, however, the state of the evidence in

this area appears to substantiate only the following limited conclusions.

Consensus Statements

Children and adolescents who participate
in the production of pornography
experience adverse, enduring effects.

Involvement of children in the production of pornography is a form of sexual
exploitation, victimizing vulnerable children and leaving them with the aftermath of
this involvement. Sexual exploitation has been linked to a variety of adverse
emotional, behavioral, and somatic consequences in children as well as adults who
were exploited as children. Incidents of sexual exploitation are not easily put aside by
a child, but instead appear to re-emerge as a variety of difficulties (for a review, see
Finkelhor & Browne, 1986).
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































