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The Regulation of Internet Pornography: What a Survey of Under-18s Tells Us About the 
Necessity for and Potential Efficacy of Emerging Legislative Approaches 

 
 
Aims  
This study aims to understand: 

• The proportion of adolescents (16- and 17-year-olds) in the UK that have seen sexually explicit 
videos or pictures. 

• The proportion of 16- and 17-year-olds who are aware of, or have used, a VPN or Tor browser. 
• Which media platforms adolescents use to view pornography. 
• How much time adolescents spend visiting dedicated pornographic websites, and how that time is 

split between personal computers and mobile devices. 
 
 
Key Findings 

• 80.5% of 16- and 17- year-olds in the UK said they had seen sexually explicit videos or pictures. 
• From this large majority, the last exposure was, on average, 5.5 days prior to the survey, but many 

participants who had seen sexually explicit videos or pictures had seen them on the day they 
completed the survey. 

• 46% of 16-and 17-year-olds had used a VPN or Tor browser and another 23% knew what they were 
• A higher proportion have been exposed to sexually explicit videos or pictures on social media (63%) 

and search engines (51%) than on dedicated pornographic websites (47%). However, pornographic 
material is much more frequently viewed on dedicated pornographic websites than on social 
media, search engines or YouTube. 

• There are significant differences in the consumption of pornography by males and females, and by 
respondents from households of different social grades. 

 
 
Policy Context 
The study has important implications for legislators considering the regulation of legal internet 
pornography. First, it shows that a large majority of 16- and 17-year-olds in the UK are exposed to online 
pornography and that the exposure is relatively frequent. Second, it shows the targets of the UK’s original 
age verification legislation—dedicated pornographic websites—are the most frequent source of internet 
pornography for 16- and 17-year-olds in the UK, with those who use them doing so for an average of 2 h 18 
min a month. However, other sources, such as social media platforms, are also important, suggesting that 
the UK government was right to include such platforms in its latest proposals to reduce children's exposure 
to legal online pornography. Third, the level of knowledge about, and use of, VPNs and Tor browsers by 
those under 18 in the UK adds weight to concerns that restrictions on the access to legal online 
pornography imposed by a single country may be circumvented by those the checks are designed to 
protect. 
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Methodology 
The data analysed in this study resulted from a survey of 16-and 17-year-olds in the UK (N = 1,001). Not 
only did the study evaluate the 16- and 17-year-olds who have been exposed to online (and offline) 
pornography, but also it considered the frequency and duration of such consumption, and any 
sociodemographic variations. It was decided to restrict the survey to 16-and 17-year-olds in part because it 
was not possible, for ethical reasons, to question children below the age of 16 on this topic without a 
parent or guardian being present. The analysis also looks at which platforms 16- and 17-year-olds in the UK 
use to access pornography. The survey consisted of five questions and was fielded in June 2019. 
 
 
Background 
The Digital Economy Act (2017) stated that legal online commercial pornography accessible from the UK 
must deploy age verification controls to prevent children from accessing explicit material. However, there is 
scant evidence on the media platforms and technologies children use to access pornography. The literature 
that does exist demonstrates that the most common ways in which children and young people access 
pornography have changed in recent years, from magazines, videos, television and books, to the internet 
playing a more dominant role. This study's results add to the limited evidence that exists on the prevalence 
and predictors of pornography use by adolescents in the UK.  
 
 
Source Thurman, N., & Obster, F. (2021). The regulation of internet pornography: What a survey of under-
18s tells us about the necessity for and potential efficacy of emerging legislative approaches. Policy and 
Internet, 13(3), 415-432. 
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