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Abstract 
 
 

 The purpose of this dissertation is to examine the experiences of individuals that have 

chosen to abstain from pornography with an aim to better understand its effects. Current research 

suggests negative effects of excessive pornography use, but without the removal of the variable 

of pornography, the implications are weak. Many in the counseling profession are ill-prepared to 

assess for or treat those that report concerns related to pornography use and with the ever-

increasing availability of internet pornography, it is more likely than ever that counselors will 

encounter this issue in their clients. This study utilized an Ethnographic Content Analysis to 

collect and analyze 700 postings made by 20 individuals on an online group forum designed to 

assist those that are abstaining from pornography. The studied group exhibits many of Yalom’s 

Therapeutic Factors of Group Counseling (2005), as well as typical online self-help group 

behaviors (Kim, Faw, & Michaelides, 2017). Three thematic categories, Imparting Information, 

Catharsis, and Instillation of Hope, were discovered, as well as 10 subcategories. Trending 

topics throughout all thematic categories were also investigated. This study found that those that 

choose to abstain from pornography typically report positive changes such as improved sexual 

experiences, improved confidence and social skills, and more. Other important conversations 

between participants involved pornography as an addiction, how to tell a significant other about 

their pornography use, and coping skills to avoid relapse. Overall, the group studied was a 

supportive and helpful environment for its members. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND OF THE PROBLEM 

In the United States, pornography use has been linked to negative outcomes, especially as 

it relates to continued use. Available in print, video, and web-based formats, pornography is 

defined as, “printed or visual material containing the explicit description or display of sexual 

organs or activity, intended to stimulate erotic rather than aesthetic or emotional feelings,” 

(“Pornography,” 2017, p. 1). Researchers purport that in our current era, pornography is 

primarily accessed via web-based (i.e., internet services) sources that are free and easily 

accessible to viewers (Sun, Bridges, & Johnson, 2016). With embedded advertisements and 

highly efficient data tracking methods to determine number of visits per hour, the pornography 

industry is valued at over 13 billion dollars (Garlick, 2011). It is estimated that approximately 50 

to 99 percent of men and 30 to 86 percent of women have consumed pornography (Weir, 2014). 

According to Pornhub, one of the most popular free web-based pornography services, 

approximately 80 million videos are watched daily (2017). Notwithstanding its prevalence and 

seemingly wide spread use, it is reported that pornography use can lead to negative consequences 

for individuals physically, emotionally, and relationally (Baer, Kohut, & Fisher, 2015; Kingston, 

Fedoroff, Firestone, Curry, & Bradford, 2008; Szymanski, Feltman, & Dunn, 2015). Negative 

outcomes include, but are not limited to, reports of sexual dysfunction, relationship 

dissatisfaction, gender role conflict, and self-esteem issues (Gola, Lewczuk, & Skorko, 2016; 

Szymanski & Stewart-Richardson, 2014; Willoughby, Carroll, Busby, & Brown, 2016). 

Research indicates that these effects occur in individuals regardless of sexual preference (Rosser 

et al., 2013; Burke, 2016). 

Although pornography is prevalent in the United States, how helping professionals assist 

when these negative experiences are exhibited is less available, including a lack of formalized 
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training and assessment procedures (Walters & Spengler, 2016). There is currently no diagnosis 

for pornography addiction (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), but the rate of pornography 

use and its effects is still on the rise (Harkness, Mullan, & Blaszczynski, 2015). Because of this, 

it is imperative that counselors increase their competency in pornography use (Bloom, Gutierrez, 

Lambie, & Ali, 2016). 

This study examined the responses of individuals who are self-described as using 

pornography more than they want to and have selected abstinence as a method to decrease their 

use. Using an Ethnographic Content Analysis (ECA) research design, this study examined the 

experiences of these individuals as they chose to abstain from pornography use. This chapter will 

discuss the current research regarding negative effects of pornography use, implications for the 

counseling field, and the purpose and significance of the current study. 

Pornography and Sex Addiction 

 Oftentimes the terms “sex addiction” and “pornography use/pornography addiction” are 

seen together. However, the literature is torn on whether these terms should exist. Some studies 

produce results proposing that true addiction does occur occasionally with these behaviors 

(Kraus, Voon, & Potenza, 2016). Conversely, recent research suggests that not only is there a 

lack in quality scientific evidence to support the use of “addiction” with behaviors such as 

pornography use and sexual activity, but because of sociocultural biases in interpreting sexual 

behavior, an addiction model is not appropriate (Williams, 2017). It has also been found that sex 

addiction and pornography use are not correlated (Bae, Min, & Chung, 2018). With the absence 

of consistency in the literature and no disorder currently in the DSM V (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013), the term “pornography addiction” will not be used. And for the purposes of 

this study, pornography use will be separated from other sexual behaviors. 
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Potential Implications of Pornography Use 

Physical and Neurological Implications 

        A review of clinical reports was published in Behavioral Sciences in 2016 and suggests 

that pornography use has been found to be a factor in erectile dysfunction and hypoactive sexual 

interest in opposite-sex partnered sexual interactions (Park et al.). Almost 60% of those that 

sought help on a medical forum for Erectile Dysfunction (ED) reported to be under the age of 25. 

In the study, the researchers completed three clinical case reports. All three participants were 

men 40-years-old or younger and were seeking medical help for ED. Each participant disclosed 

to a high use of pornography before the ED became apparent, resulting in desensitization and 

more graphic pornography needed to achieve orgasm. The authors stated that each participant 

was deemed physically and mentally healthy otherwise. Because traditional factors that once 

explained these types of sexual difficulties are insufficient for the extreme increase of issues, the 

authors suggest that pornography is the cause (Park et al., 2016). They reported that two of the 

three participants gave up pornography use and disclosed to the doctor a few weeks after the 

initial appointment that the ED had subsided greatly (Park et al., 2016).  

An experiment conducted in 2013 investigated the influence pornographic images had on 

the working memory of 28 heterosexual men, with the mean age of 26 years (Laier, Schulte, & 

Brand, 2013). Working memory is responsible for executive functioning tasks such as problem 

solving, reasoning, development of speech, decision making, and more (D’Esposito, 2007). They 

compared the working memory performance after viewing pornographic images with the 

working memory performance after viewing neutral, negative, and positive pictures. The results 

presented that working memory was significantly worse after the participants viewed 

pornography than it was when they viewed the neutral or positive stimuli (Laier et al., 2013). 
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Another negative neurological connotation of higher frequency of pornography use was 

found in brain scans. The scans were conducted to measure the gray matter volume in 64 healthy 

men that reported using pornography (Kuhn & Gallinat, 2014). The magnetic resonance imaging 

(MRI) measurements were compared to answers from a questionnaire regarding the average 

amount of hours participants spent viewing pornography per week. Results of the MRIs showed 

a negative correlation between hours of pornography consumption per week and gray matter 

volume. There were also negative correlations between pornography consumption per week and 

blood oxygenation level-dependent signals during sexual cue-reactivity paradigm and functional-

connectivity map of the right striatum in the left dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (Kuhn & Gallinat, 

2014). Kuhn and Gallinat (2014) suggest that the change in neural plasticity could be due to “an 

intense stimulation” of the reward center of the brain. These results indicate that as more hours 

are spent using pornography, participants have less gray matter and neural plasticity, both of 

which negatively affect one’s perception, self-control, decision-making, emotions, and memory 

(Weinstein, Livny, & Weizman, 2017; Kuhn & Gallinat, 2014). 

Behavioral Implications 

        Beyond physical and neurological issues that may arise from frequent pornography use, 

many studies have found relationships between pornography use and interpersonal behaviors. 

For example, a study from 2015 reviewed 17 articles that discussed sexually risky behaviors and 

discovered that each one found an association with pornography use (Harkness, Mullan, & 

Blaszcynski, 2015). Risky behaviors included in the findings were unsafe sex practices, lack of 

condom use, higher number of sexual partners, and more casual sex behaviors (Harkness et al., 

2015). Other studies report a correlation between frequency of pornography use and sexual 

aggression. Findings from a study that examined the contribution pornography consumption has 
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on recidivism in child molestation found that frequency of pornography use was a predictor for 

re-offending (Kingston et al., 2008). Another study determined that men that were identified to 

be in the moderate-severe aggressive group reported higher levels of pornography use, as well as 

the likelihood to behave in such ways in sexual interactions (D’Abreu & Krahe, 2013). 

        Sexism, gender-role conflict, and aggression toward women are specific themes in 

research about the effects of pornography use. This is likely due to the nature of most 

pornographic material, as videos featuring rape and misogynistic scripts are common. Baer, 

Kohut, and Fisher (2015) found that men who used less pornography were significantly less 

likely to use coercive acts in sexual situations. They learned that men that rated higher in the 

consumption of violent sexual media, not general/consensual pornography, were more likely to 

participate in sexually coercive acts (Baer et al., 2015). Ade (2016) discovered a strong 

correlation between past frequent pornography use and specific mindsets that support violence 

toward women. Similarly, interviews with women that experienced domestic violence reported 

that they believe pornography played a large role in the abuse they endured from their male 

partners (DeKeseredy & Hall-Sanchez, 2017). Additional research suggests a relationship 

between pornography use and substance use (Beaver & Paul, 2011). 

Psychological Implications 

Recently, the research on pornography use has begun to shift its focus from physical and 

behavioral relationship outcomes of pornography use to psychological outcomes such as 

depression, lack of concentration, self-worth, and more. An association with higher use and 

avoidant/anxious attachment styles, poorer relationship quality, and less sexual satisfaction has 

been found (Szymanski & Stewart-Richardson, 2014). Specifically, Fall and Howard (2015) 

determined in an in-depth case study that the participant’s multiple inter- and intra-personal 



	

	
	

6 

symptoms were caused by his problematic pornography use. Another study focused on 

pornography use and its relationship to participants’ psychosocial functioning, which included 

anxiety, depression, life satisfaction, and relationship satisfaction (Harper & Hodgins, 2016). In 

this research by Harper & Hodgins (2016), they established that once pornography use hits the 

frequency of daily, the association with poorer psychosocial functioning is significant. In a 

similar study, participants that had higher frequency of pornography views scored higher on all 

measures of narcissism as compared to those that reported not currently using pornography. 

Expanding on these findings, research has indicated that there is a significant positive correlation 

with frequency of pornography use and ratings on the Index of Narcissism scale and the 

Narcissistic Personality Inventory (Kasper, Short, & Milam, 2015). Compulsivity and 

obsessionality have also been linked to pornography use (Egan & Parmar, 2013). The 

independent variables addressed in one study were sexual preoccupation, excessive internet use, 

personality, and obsessionality; the dependent variable was internet pornography use. The 

researchers used multiple online scales/inventories to assess the variables and found that the 

higher frequency of pornography use produced higher scores on the compulsivity and 

neuroticism scales and lower scores on the agreeableness and conscientiousness scales (Egan & 

Parmar, 2013). 

Sexual performance anxiety, self-worth, and self-esteem are other common constructs 

among the current literature regarding pornography use. The ease of obtaining pornography has 

been identified as a factor in increasing heterosexual men’s anxiety regarding their sexual 

performance (Cook, 2005). Beyond performance, body dissatisfaction has also been reported to 

be connected to more pornography use, particularly regarding men’s penis-size (Cranney, 2015). 

Another study discovered that frequency of pornography use was negatively correlated to self-
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worth and positively correlated to depression symptoms in emerging adult women (Willoughby, 

Carroll, Nelson, & Pedilla-Walker, 2014). 

Furthermore, studies have investigated the relationship between the frequency of 

pornography use and participants’ partnered sexual experiences (Sun et al., 2016). When sexual 

preferences and concerns are addressed, positive correlations are found between frequency of 

pornography use and increasingly relying on pornographic images or thoughts in order to 

achieve orgasm in partnered sex (Sun et al., 2016). Also, as men’s frequency of pornography use 

increases, they are more likely to require and request specific pornography acts of their partner in 

order to stay aroused (Baer et al., 2015; Sun et al., 2016; D’abreu & Krahe, 2014). These 

psychological concerns not only affect the pornography user, but also the partners of the users 

and the satisfaction within the relationship. 

Relationship Satisfaction 

        As mentioned in some of the previously explored literature, the consumption of 

pornography is associated with lower levels of enjoyment in sexual activities with a partner (Sun 

et al., 2016). A quote from a case study of a man that believed his depression was caused by his 

frequent use of pornography states, “What I know is I can no longer be with a real person, not 

without pulling something out of the archive of images,” (Murray, 2017). Not only does it 

potentially affect the sexual relationship, but pornography use has also been found to be linked to 

relationship dissatisfaction (Szymanski et al., 2015). For example, a study on women’s 

perceptions of their male partner’s pornography use showed many associations with the 

independent variables that were assessed (Szymanski et al., 2015). They found that women that 

believed that their partner was using pornography “every day or almost every day” rated lower in 

relationship trust, relationship investment, and relationship satisfaction. Furthermore, these 
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results occurred even when the women reported a positive attitude toward pornography 

(Szymanski et al., 2015). Another study evaluated 373 male participants’ pornography use in 

relation to gender-role conflict, attachment styles, relationship quality, and sexual satisfaction 

(Szymanski & Stewart-Richardson, 2014). The results found that the men’s frequency of 

pornography use was positively correlated to gender-role conflict, as well as avoidant and 

anxious attachment styles. Also, the results showed that pornography use was negatively 

associated with the quality of the individuals’ relationship and sexual satisfaction in partnered 

sexual encounters (Szymanski & Stewart-Richardson, 2014). 

Resch and Alderson (2014) examined whether mutual use of pornography may improve 

and relationship satisfaction of the female partners of male pornography users. The participants 

that scored higher on levels of relationship satisfaction and lower on psychological distress 

reported higher scores on how honest their partner is about his pornography use. Those that 

believe their partner is deceitful about his pornography use scored lower on relationship 

satisfaction and higher on psychological distress (Resch & Alderson, 2014). Secondly, the 

researchers found that mutual use of pornography between partners was not related to 

relationship satisfaction (Resch & Alderson, 2014). A study published in 2016 revealed in its 

results that the greater the discrepancy of pornography use between partners, the lower reported 

feelings of “couple well-being” (Willoughby et al., 2016). These research studies highlight the 

impact pornography use may have on relationships, regardless of use by both partners. 

Limitations of Current Literature 

Of the research cited in this dissertation, no studies specified if the pornography being 

viewed matched the viewer’s sexual preferences or history, nor did they explore the nature of the 

pornography that was viewed by the participants. Also, most of the current research is 
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quantitative due to the nature of the topic and ease of obtaining participants. Surveys, especially 

internet-based surveys, are popular for the anonymity and likelihood of reaching a larger sample. 

Very few research studies that exist in the current literature ask the participants if they think their 

pornography use has negatively affected them, nor do they evaluate the experiences that occur 

when pornography use is removed. 

As past research has stated, it is unknown if the negative effects found associated with 

pornography use were precursors to pornography use or if the pornography use caused the 

effects. Collectively, research has been unable to prove a clear cause and effect between 

pornography use and the negative effects explored in the literature. Because causality is difficult 

to prove, the next step is for participants to remove the variable of pornography use to better 

understand its effects (Park et al., 2016). Correlational studies have offered interesting results, 

but are unable to establish which factor causes another, so future research should focus on 

eliminating pornography use (Wilson, 2016). 

Counseling Implications 

        Due to the ever-growing pornography industry and accessibly of it, counselors are more 

likely to see clients with concerns that could be related to pornography use (Murray, 2017). 

Professionals believe that adolescents are getting mixed messages from pornography, 

particularly that public health goals and sex education tends to contradict messages sent by 

pornography, which typically support gender-roles and unrealistic situations (Mattebo, Larsson, 

Tyden, & Haggstrom-Nordin, 2014). The participants also reported that they think children and 

adolescents are using pornography for stimulation and sex education (Mattebo et al., 2014). 

Studies suggest that adolescents do think there are negative effects caused by pornography use, 
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but they have not been educated on what those effects are and how to avoid them (Baker, 2016; 

Spišák, 2016). 

This lack of education and discussion of pornography exists not only in the school 

systems, but also in mental health fields. There are many problematic pornography users that do 

seek professional help for the issue (Kraus, Martino, & Potenza, 2016), but often times they end 

up empty-handed and pursue self-help groups instead (Cavaglion, 2008). This may be best 

illustrated by a case study by Murray (2017) which discusses a client that came to counseling for 

depression and then disclosed he believed it was caused by his problematic pornography use. 

The counselor divulged to feeling very uncertain about treating the client, as the topic was 

difficult for her because she did not have a background of knowledge on which to base her 

stance. 

Similarly, Walters and Spengler (2016) found that counselors’ discomfort regarding 

pornography stems from having no education on the matter or how to process discomfort talking 

to clients about sensitive or sexual concerns. Additionally, services provided to clients when 

clinical judgment is not at its peak, such as in circumstances pertaining to pornography use and 

counselor discomfort, services rendered could be ineffective or potentially unethical. An in-depth 

study was conducted on therapists’ effectiveness in working with clients with sex addiction or 

internet pornography use (Short, Wetterneck, Bistricky, Shutter, & Chase, 2016). The 

researchers surveyed 183 mental health practitioners (MHPs), of which approximately 85% were 

licensed. The survey questions focused on the practitioners’ experiences, beliefs, and 

observations in working with individuals with issues related to sex or pornography. The data 

yielded results stating that a significant portion of the MHPs indicated they do not feel competent 

to treat such concerns, even though most have had experiences with clients that present with 
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pornography use or sex addiction. Also, to reiterate the literature that associates negative effects 

with pornography use, the researchers found that of those MHPs that had experiences in treating 

it, 88% believed there was comorbidity. When asked what disorders were most often observed in 

the comorbidity, the most common were mood disorders, anxiety disorders, impulse-control 

issues, and substance abuse (Short et al., 2016).  

Counselors may have the difficult task of managing their own discomfort when working 

with a client who is disclosing pornography use while trying to maintain fidelity to the treatment 

(Walters & Spengler, 2016). Unexpectedly, one study discovered that counselors that identified 

as experts on the topic of pornography use reported discomfort or bias regarding the topic, 

especially in those that were religious (Hinman, 2013). Alternatively, Bloom et al. (2016) 

surveyed marriage and family therapists (MFTs) and mental health counselors (MHCs) in the 

state of Florida and assessed their attitudes toward treating pornography use in clients. Only 

17.2% reported feeling insecure in treating said issues, and 19% stated they felt neutral about 

their readiness (Bloom et al., 2016). It should be noted, however, that Florida is one of the few 

states to require a human sexuality course for counselors-in-training (American Counseling 

Association, 2010), thus suggesting their preparedness may be higher than those for which no 

such requirement exists. Researchers concluded that the confidence, which comes from efficient 

training or preparedness, to treat sexuality likely leads to comfort in working with those clients 

(Bloom et al., 2016) and the more comfortable a counselor is, the more likely they are to initially 

assess for pornography use and effectively treat it.  

The literature suggests that most counselors are not prepared to assess for or treat 

problematic pornography use. The Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related 

Programs (CACREP) does not require that the topic of pornography use be included in the 
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counseling curriculum, unless the counselor is seeking an entry-level specialty in marriage, 

couple, and family counseling (2016). And in that case, it is suggested that “human sexuality” is 

discussed in course work, not specifically pornography use (CACREP, 2016). The DSM-V 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013) also does not include a diagnosis for pornography 

abuse or addiction, so the discussion of it likely does not occur naturally in mandatory diagnoses 

courses. Although it was proposed to add a new diagnosis of hypersexual disorder to the DSM-

V, which included a pornography subtype, reviewers ultimately decided there was not enough 

evidence to do so (Weir, 2014). Because of Code C.2.a in the American Counseling 

Association’s Code of Ethics (2014), which states that counselors should only practice within 

their education and training, some counselors may get the impression they should refer clients 

that present with pornography concerns. However, the prevalence and demand for treatment is 

showing no signs of slowing down, thus the need for education and training regarding 

pornography use and its negative effects and comorbidity with other disorders is necessary. 

Few studies have investigated the treatment options and/or treatment effectiveness for 

pornography use (Kraus, Meshberg-Cohen, Martino, Quinones, & Potenza, 2015). Those that 

have focused research on either deviant pornography use, such as child pornography use, or the 

use of medication for compulsive behaviors that include pornography use (Seto & Ahmed, 2014; 

Kraus et al., 2015). With little research on best practices for treating pornography use in the 

mental health field, counselors agree that more training and additions to the CACREP Standards 

are necessary (Hinman, 2013). 

Pornography Abstinence 

As discussed, individuals may feel shame for their concerns related to pornography use 

(Gola et al., 2016) or treatment options may seem limited (Kraus et al., 2016). Instead of seeking 
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counseling, individuals may decide to practice self-treatment. One method of self-treatment for 

excessive pornography use is abstinence. However, self-led abstinence can be difficult and the 

literature on the matter is deficient. There are a number of means to find assistance, however, 

such as support groups and forums like Reddit.com’s subreddit, PornFree. Reddit is a public 

online forum that covers hundreds of subjects and posters remain anonymous. Subreddits are 

threads on Reddit that cover specific subjects, like the PornFree subreddit which focuses solely 

on the individual experiences of members that are abstaining from pornography. There are also 

other online support groups for those that want to abstain from pornography, some of which are 

paid services. Self-help groups such as the one discussed in this study help individuals remain 

accountable in their efforts, gives participants the opportunity to anonymously process their 

experiences (Kim, Faw, & Michaelides, 2017), and they have been found to be just as effective 

as in-person group counseling (Jasper, Weise, Andersson, Hiller, & Kleinstauber, 2014). 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of those that abstain from 

pornography use, a piece that is lacking from the current literature (Park et al., 2016; Wilson, 

2016; Kuhn & Gallinat, 2014). The study analyzed postings by individuals that have decided to 

abstain from pornography on an anonymous online forum. The forum is a sub-thread (referred to 

on the site as a subreddit) on Reddit.com, titled PornFree. The group exists for the purpose of 

discussing problematic pornography use and the struggles and experiences associated with 

abstinence. Prudent data was captured by understanding the concerns, questions, and experiences 

of these individuals. With inductive inquiry, the researcher provided a sufficient cognizance of 

the culture of pornography abstinence, thus leading to a deeper holistic understanding of how 

counselors can adequately prepare for and treat individuals with this growing concern. 
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Significance of Study 

This study aimed to help counselors better understand the negative effects and the 

reported experiences that occur when pornography abstinence takes place. Because there are so 

many potential correlations between symptoms and pornography use, counselors need to know 

when and how to assess for the concern. Counselors should utilize new information and seek 

continued education to remain ethical and be more effective (ACA, 2014). With the high 

prevalence of the discussed issues that continue to be associated with pornography use, 

counselors that are aware of such associations will be more likely to notice potential concerns 

than those that are not. 

By conducting an Ethnographic Content Analysis (ECA) on the unprompted, candid 

postings shared among individuals that have chosen to abstain from pornography, the data 

covered a plethora of topics. This type of qualitative research study presented the opportunity to 

better recognize experiences that could inform counselors of what and when to assess for 

excessive pornography use in their clients. The results from this study contribute to a growing 

body of literature on the topic of pornography use and its effects for which counselors should be 

aware.  

Research Question 

Based on recommendations in previous literature and the initial fieldwork of immersion 

on the forum that will be studied, the research question which guided this study is as follows: 

RQ1: What is the nature of the content posted by individuals to an online group forum for 

those that have chosen to abstain from pornography use? 
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Conclusion 

As technology becomes more accessible for adults and children alike, the prevalence of 

pornography use is not expected to decrease (Price, Patterson, Regnerus, & Walley, 2016). Many 

studies show links between excessive pornography use and negative physical/neurological, 

behavioral, and psychological effects, but there is more research to be done, particularly so that 

helping professionals can better understand the problem (Short, Smith, Wetterneck, & Wells, 

2012). Counselors can use the findings from this study, as well as those previously discussed, to 

gain knowledge on pornography use and its many implications for their clients’ well-being. This 

study aimed to open up the discussion about a formerly taboo subject so that those in need of 

assistance can not only seek help, but find professionals that are educated, prepared, and ready to 

treat them. This literature review highlights the research that has been completed thus far and 

discussed why the topic is relevant to the counseling field.  
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CHAPTER II: METHODOLOGY 

Although negative effects of pornography use have been discussed in the literature, the 

experiences of individuals that abstain from pornography is limited (Park et al., 2016; Wilson, 

2016). The purpose of this study was to examine through qualitative inquiry, the experiences of 

individuals who self-reportedly abstain from pornography use. Data collected from this study can 

help to inform counseling professionals on identifying and addressing pornography use with 

clients. This chapter describes the use of a qualitative method of investigation, Ethnographic 

Content Analysis, of postings to an online support group forum. The researcher explored the 

themes of participants’ postings within the group PornFree, an anonymous online support group 

forum. This chapter discusses the method of Ethnographic Content Analysis, participants, data 

collection and analysis, and procedures to assure trustworthiness.  

Ethnographic Content Analysis 

 This study aimed to investigate the experiences of individuals that self-reportedly abstain 

from pornography. The goal is to go beyond existing frameworks, so a qualitative method and its 

corresponding data was an appropriate choice (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This study intended to 

explore culture via an online forum and a significant analysis is desired, thus a qualitative 

approach was most appropriate. 

Ethnographic Content Analyses are not rigid, but instead allow for a research design that 

is focused on exploration (Altheide, 1996). The researcher selected an Ethnographic Content 

Analysis (ECA) because it is both inductive and reflexive and highlights themes discovered 

within the data (Altheide, 1987). Investigating meanings, contexts, patterns, and processes is 

included in conducting an ECA, and an immersion within the culture being researched by the 

researcher is required (Altheide, 1996). In order to become immersed and more familiar with the 
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group for which is the subject of this study, the researcher had access to the forum, PornFree, for 

three months prior to collecting data. 

 In utilizing ECA, the researcher used a combination of inductive searches with recursive 

constant comparison, which allowed for identification of specific constructs of interest (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). By employing this method, the researcher was required to compare the new data 

and results to previous literature and identify similarities and differences (Glaser & Stauss, 

1967). Originally, ECA was developed for use of researching media, but has also been utilized 

with other mediums like radio broadcasts, magazines, newspapers, and advertisements (Altheide, 

1996). More recently, however, ECA has been employed with online group postings (Porter & 

Ispa, 2013). This is likely due to the natural change of human behavior because of the growth of 

technology, therefore offering opportunities for ethnographies to include cultures and social 

worlds that are internet-based (Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, & Taylor, 2012; Kozinets, 2015). As 

discussed briefly above, the researcher followed Altheide’s (1987) steps for conducting an ECA, 

but with considerations made by Boellstorff et al. (2012) and Kozinets (2015) to address the 

modern shift of researching an online culture. Further description of these steps are explored in 

the following sections. 

Participants 

 The participants in this study were self-reported individuals who have chosen to abstain 

from pornography. These participants were all posters and members of the subreddit thread on 

Reddit.com, titled PornFree. To become a member, individuals simply have to subscribe to the 

subreddit, which entails clicking on a subscribe button. Once subscribed, the direct link to the 

subreddit appears at the top of the home-screen for easy access to the forum. As of January 7, 

2018, the group had 42,984 members. Beside each member’s username is a number that 
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represents how many days they have abstained from pornography at that point in time. A 

discussion of the participant demographics is below. 

Because the website is publically accessible and postings are anonymous (members use a 

screen name only to post), demographics were only collected as they were organically mentioned 

in postings. Of the 20 participants, only five participants blatantly mentioned demographic 

information. All five declared their age, but one of those also stated his sexual orientation. 

Although all the participants allude to their gender as male, it is only stated verbatim by the 

participant that discussed his sexual orientation. Table 1, shown below, provides the 

demographic information given by those five participants based on the amount of days abstinent 

they were at the time of data collection. 

Table 1: Demographics 

Days Abstinent Age Sexual Orientation 
39 26 - 
60 20 - 
82 42 - 
142 27 - 
263 26 Straight (male) 

 

Data Collection 

 To collect the data used in this study, the researcher followed recommended steps for 

piloting an ECA (Altheide, 1987; Boellstorff et al., 2012; Kozinets, 2015). First, the researcher 

became familiar with the data source by immersion for at least three months before data was 

collected, as suggested by Altheide (1996). The process of selecting an appropriate site, 

participants, and postings is described below. Inclusionary and exclusionary criteria for data and 

ethical considerations are also discussed. 
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Selection of Website and Postings 

 Online site. Kozinets (2015) suggests that the site chosen for an ECA should be relevant, 

active, interactive, substantial, heterogeneous, and data-rich. The online group forum, PornFree, 

was chosen as the data source for this study due to the specific focus of its subject matter and 

because it fits all of the guidelines discussed above. There are many online groups for excessive 

pornography users, but this group was chosen as its processing is informal, consequently 

allowing for more natural and spontaneous dialogues. The group states that its purpose is to 

provide a place to help people overcome addiction to porn (PornFree, 2017). This group also 

offers a large amount of potential participants since there were 42,984 members as of January 7, 

2018.  

 Postings. Postings were retroactively collected on March 1, 2018, and March 3, 2018, 

until saturation was reached. This provided rich archival data, a pillar of qualitative research 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Because initial analyzing occurred throughout the collection 

process, saturation was met when no new themes arose from the postings and there was enough 

information to accurately answer the research question (Bowen, 2008). Literature suggests that 

the depth of data is more important than the numbers, so the researcher took this into 

consideration when collecting data (Burmeister & Aitken, 2012). The researcher then analyzed 

all of the postings that fit into the inclusionary criteria. Initial posts and responses in threads that 

pertain to the research question was also included in the data. 

Inclusionary and Exclusionary Criteria 

 The first inclusionary criteria that was used to collect data is that the data must be a 

posting to the PornFree forum on Reddit.com. The postings included pictures, emoticons, 

emojis, videos, gifs, and other forms of multimedia. However, only the text in the postings were 
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analyzed. To be a member of the group, members must identify as an individual that is 

abstaining from pornography use, so it is the researcher’s assumption that all members qualified 

as valid participants. Postings did not need to explicitly state that to meet this inclusionary 

criterion.  

 Beside each member’s screen name is a counter that displays how many days they have 

successfully abstained from pornography. Only postings by members that have abstained from 

pornography for 30 or more days were included in this data. This is an arbitrary number of days 

due to the lack of literature about how long pornography abstinence should occur before self-

reported effects are relevant. The researcher chose 30 days to better identify the experiences of 

abstinence’s effects. Furthermore, a comparison of the nature of the postings was made between 

participants that had remained abstinent for short amounts of time and those that were abstinent 

for longer amounts of time. During this data collection stage, the researcher logged into 

PornFree and chose the most recent posts made by a participant that had been abstinent for 30 or 

more days. To easily view all postings made by a specific member of the group, the researcher 

clicked the individual’s screen name and all postings made by them appeared. This data included 

each participant’s original postings and responses stemming from original postings. Although 

this process included postings made throughout Reddit.com, the only postings that were included 

as data were those that were posted to the subreddit, PornFree. Half of the data was collected on 

March, 1, 2018. The researcher collected all of the inclusionary data for 10 participants and 

returned to the site two days later on March, 3, 2018 to collect all of the inclusionary data for 10 

more participants. Saturation was reached early in the data collection process, but the researcher 

chose to gather data from 20 participants to better represent PornFree’s population. The raw data 
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was copied and pasted into an Excel file titled Code Index. No screennames were included in the 

Excel file, ensuring confidentiality of the data set. 

 Some data was eliminated from that which was analyzed. Exclusionary criteria include: 

1) the poster identifies themselves as a friend/family member/significant other of an individual 

abstaining from pornography, 2) the writer of the post discloses to being under the age of 19, and 

3) the post does not clearly relate to abstinence of pornography or the comment refers to 

something off-subject.  

Ethical Considerations 

Because internet-based ethnographies are becoming more commonly conducted, new 

ethical dilemmas may arise (Boellstorff et al., 2012). The researcher took many precautions to 

ensure an ethical study. Since this study is observational in nature and only pre-existing data was 

collected, an informed consent was not necessary. To be certain that no risk was involved in the 

collection of the data, the researcher sought approval from the Auburn University Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). There was no intervention or interaction with the human subjects during 

the data collection process, nor did the researcher have access to any identifying information of 

the participants, so the researcher expected the IRB to find the current study to be ‘exempt’ from 

review. The form to request the IRB’s determination of Human Subject Research asked a series 

of questions about the nature of this study, none of which applied, so IRB stated that completing 

the form was not necessary to conduct this study. A screen shot of the questions prompted on the 

determination form is in the Appendices.  

To maintain an ethically sound study, the researcher ensured that all participants 

remained anonymous. On the PornFree group forum, members use a self-created screenname 

that does not provide identifying information. The researcher kept screennames separate from the 
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data to protect the posters from being identified. Also, if any identifying information was 

included in a posting, the researcher deleted it and replaced it with a noun descriptor in the file 

that contains the data. 

The researcher also aimed to refrain from any deception, as suggested by Kozinets 

(2015). PornFree is publically searchable, which means anyone can search for the forum if they 

have internet access, but permission from the forum moderator was obtained by the researcher to 

further ensure ethical practice. The researcher was transparent with the moderator, explaining an 

informal description of the study, how data will be collected, and how confidentiality will be 

maintained. The moderator approved use of data from the forum PornFree and requested results 

from the study once it is complete. Screenshots of this conversation is provided in the 

Appendices. Also, if the researcher identified a posting as suggesting suicidal or homicidal 

ideation or intent, she planned to report the username to the moderator. However, no such 

posting was discovered. 

Data Analysis 

 The researcher copied all postings of the individuals that fit into the inclusionary criteria, 

and pasted them verbatim into an Excel document. Screenshots were not used to avoid 

screennames or any identifying information being included with the data. If the posting included 

any multimedia items, they were described within brackets on the document with the pasted text 

posting. The postings, as well the number of days the participant had been abstinent by the time 

of each posting, were collected, stored, and coded in a password protected Excel file that became 

the researcher’s Code Index. The Code Index holds all raw postings. The Code Index was then 

printed out, as the researcher preferred to code on a hard copy of the data. A three-ringed-binder 

holds the printed data set and first cycle of codes derived from an emergent coding process. It 
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also housed the second cycle codes once they were completed (Yin, 2016). Ultimately, the hard 

copy of the Code Index included highlighting that represented the thematic category that each 

post belonged to and handwritten codes beside the data that represented its corresponding 

subcategories. The printed Code Index also contained data that was initially included in the data 

set, but was later deemed as exclusionary during the coding process. Those data that were 

excluded were blacked out. In the following section, the procedures for attaining the thematic 

categories, subcategories, and supporting codes are discussed in detail. 

Coding Process 

 Emergent and inductive coding was utilized for this research study. Yin (2016) suggests 

that there should be five phases of analyzing. The first stages are to compile the data, 

disassemble the data, then reassemble it (Yin, 2016). The fourth and fifth phases are to interpret 

the data and conclude (Yin, 2016, pg. 186).  

 Compiling. Compiling begins in the data collection phase and consists of refining notes 

and organizing the data, but not necessarily putting anything in a permanent order (Yin, 2016). 

This phase was conducted during the creation of the Code Index and after all data was collected 

to establish a completed document.  

 Disassembling. After compilation, the data needs to broken down into smaller pieces that 

will be used in the subsequent reassembling phase (Yin, 2016). The researcher used two forms of 

open coding to completely disassemble the data, which included descriptive and in-vivo. Saldana 

(2016) suggests that open coding such as this is an appropriate first step in analyzing 

ethnographies with a wide range of data. Descriptive codes are typically nouns or short phrases 

appointed to a general topic and In-vivo codes are direct words or phrases from the data, which 
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can become codes themselves (Saldana, 2016). The process of disassembling was done so in the 

audit trail and was repeated multiple times in order to refine the labels or codes (Yin, 2016).  

 Reassembling. Reassembling is the act of reorganizing the pieces from the disassembling 

process into new, more meaningful groups and sequences (Yin, 2016). The researcher resumed 

coding with descriptive codes, as well as pattern codes and sub-coding, as described by Saldana 

(2016). To ascertain the emerging thematic categories, the researcher focused on pattern coding, 

which identifies similarly coded data and assists in discovering the major themes (Saldana, 

2016). Sub-coding was then used to produce subcategories in each major theme discovered.  

 A constant comparison, which entails comparing pieces of data with the same code to 

determine whether they are analogous or unalike, was necessary to avoid discrepancies in the 

data (Saldana, 2016). To obtain comprehensive results, the researcher used recursive coding by 

repeating the coding process and by utilizing the procedure of constant comparison. 

 Interpreting and concluding. A new narrative is to be created after the data is 

reassembled (Yin, 2016, pg. 187). In qualitative research, particularly in enthnographies 

(Saldana, 2016), interpreting the reassembled and coded data may lead to the researcher 

compiling the data in a fresh way. Interpretation and concluded findings will be discussed in 

Chapter 3. 

Code Book 

 In order to ensure reliable coding, the researcher developed a code book to compile the 

subcategories found during the reassembling process. They were listed in tabular form (Yin, 

2016, pg. 187) by hand in a notebook designated for coding and auditing. The tabs included the 

thematic categories and subsequent subcategories. Supporting codes were found after coding and 

noted in the audit trail. This process helped confirm that the coded data was consistently 
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categorized (Saldana, 2016) and was provided to an outside auditor to give them information 

they needed when auditing the Code Index. Scanned copies of the Code Book and Code Index are 

presented in the Appendices. 

Trustworthiness 

 Qualitative research requires rigorous criteria to ensure reliability and validity. 

Trustworthiness in a researcher’s investigations has been identified by many to be the key aspect 

of providing such rigor (Schwandt, 2007). To deliver trustworthiness, the researcher must follow 

four criteria, which includes the following: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability (Schwandt, 2007). The researcher provided assurances that her reconstruction of 

the data is parallel to the participants’ views of said data to follow the credibility criteria. An 

external auditor will be utilized to establish credibility. To address transferability, the researcher 

methodically discussed the findings and in what cases the results can be transferred to other 

cases and in what instances they cannot. Dependability focuses on the process of ensuring that all 

methods used in the study were logical and appropriately documented (Schwandt, 2007). 

Confirmability criteria promotes truthful interpretations of the data and proof that the findings 

were not of the researcher’s imagination (Schwandt, 2007). In order to establish both 

dependability and confirmability, the researcher for this study completed a meticulous audit trail. 

The audit trail offers detailed explanations of the research process. The researcher retained the 

external auditor to review the audit trail, Code Book, and Code Index. The use of an external 

auditor provides the study with confirmation of codes, themes, and findings (Schwandt, 2007). 

 The external auditor was chosen because of her background in professional writing and 

research. She has professional training in qualitative inquiry and application, appropriate coding 

methods, and grant reading. She has also participated in multiple national, regional, and state 
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presentations, many of which utilized qualitative inquiry. Beyond her professional experience, 

she was also intently interested in the topic of pornography and its potentially damaging effects 

to excessive users, so she had a clear understanding of the language and trends within the online 

community, PornFree. Based on her knowledge and experiences, the researcher was confident in 

her ability to accurately audit the Code Book, Code Index, and audit trail for this study. 

The Researcher 

 One individual conducted this study. The researcher is a 30-year-old cisgender female. 

She does not belong to the community for which this study is based and has presented on topics 

related to this study at state and regional conferences. She has also provided individual 

counseling services to clients that report excessive pornography use and concerns related to 

pornography. She has obtained professional and advanced training in the theory and application 

of qualitative research. 

Conclusion 

 This chapter stipulates descriptions of the research methodology used to explore 

individuals’ self-reported experiences that occur during pornography abstinence from the online 

group forum, PornFree. An Ethnographic Content Analysis was used to collect and analyze data. 

Postings made by individuals that have abstained for 30 days or more by the time of the data 

collection were collected retroactively on two dates, March 1, 2018, and March 3, 2018, then the 

data was analyzed. The coding process followed the suggestions of Yin (2016, pg. 186), which 

include compiling, disassembling, reassembling, interpreting, and concluding. Data comprised of 

text postings from the online forum of individuals that have chosen to abstain from pornography 

use. Lastly, methods to establish trustworthiness and an ethical approach in this qualitative 

research study were discussed. 
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CHAPTER III: FINDINGS 

This chapter presents a summary of the results from the analysis of the online 

community, PornFree. PornFree is a sub thread of the website Reddit.com and its purpose is for 

members to discuss their experiences abstaining from pornography. The nature of the thread is 

much like a self-help group, with members sharing their experiences and asking each other for 

opinions and advice (Kim et al., 2017). The researcher also discovered PornFree presents some 

of the primary therapeutic factors of group counseling (Yalom, 2005). For this research study, 

700 postings made by 20 individuals on PornFree were collected and analyzed. On March 1st, 

2018, and March 3rd, 2018, the researcher selected participants that had abstained from 

pornography for 30 days or more and collected all of their postings to PornFree that were made 

during the time of abstinence. The data was analyzed by utilizing an Ethnographic Content 

Analysis and the purpose of this examination was to gather information on the nature of the 

postings of individuals that chose to abstain from pornography with the goal to better inform 

counselors and counselor educators for service of this population. This was done by investigating 

the participants’ original and responsive postings within the PornFree group. The postings 

collected for this study ranged from four words to 2,267 words and covered countless topics. To 

better understand the nature of these postings, thematic categories and corresponding 

subcategories were exposed, along with trends that were common throughout the data set. In 

order to be included in the data set, postings had to be made by a member of PornFree that had 

abstained from pornography for 30 or more days at the time of the data collection. An 

explanation of validation and the process of analyzing the data is discussed in the following 

sections. 
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Validation 

The researcher aimed to conduct an ethical study, so steps were taken to ensure such 

considerations. To avoid researcher bias, the researcher kept a detailed audit trail. An external 

auditor was utilized throughout the entire process of coding the data, discussing the results, and 

exploring the implications. The external auditor reviewed the Code Book, Code Index, and audit 

trail. All concerns of the external auditor were addressed by the researcher. Additionally, the 

Code Book and Code Index are available in the Appendices. Because initial analyzing occurred 

throughout the collection process, saturation was met when no new themes arose from the 

postings and there was enough information to accurately answer the research question (Bowen, 

2008). If a posting replied to an unrelated topic, it was deleted from the data set. This resulted in 

700 total postings from 20 participants.  

Coding Process 

The data were initially coded through a combination of In-Vivo and Descriptive coding. 

Descriptive codes are typically nouns or short phrases appointed to a general topic and in-vivo 

codes stem from exact phrases in the data (Saldana, 2016). By disassembling and reassembling 

the data set, as suggested by Yin (2016), this process resulted in three broad Thematic 

Categories: 1) Catharsis, 2) Imparting Information, and 3) Instillation of Hope. Initially, the 

researcher titled the thematic categories using general terms that represented what was occurring 

in the posting, such as ‘Updating,’ ‘Giving,’ and ‘Requesting.’ After the analysis occurred, the 

researcher discovered that the thematic categories align with the therapeutic factors within group 

counseling (Yalom, 2005) and they were renamed as such to more accurately embody the 

experience of the participants. Although this study is inductive in nature, the themes that arose 

from the data set align with the purpose of online self-help groups, which comprises of helping 
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individuals remain accountable in their efforts and providing a space where they can 

anonymously process their experiences (Jasper et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2017). Furthermore, the 

data supports Yalom’s Therapeutic Factors (2005) that occur in group counseling. Three specific 

factors, Imparting Information, Catharsis, and Instillation of Hope, became the thematic category 

labels of the data set after analyzation (Jacobs et al., 2009; Yalom, 2005). The other therapeutic 

factors that are demonstrated throughout PornFree include Universality, Altruism, and Group 

Cohesiveness (Yalom, 2005) and will be discussed in the following chapter. 

The researcher determined that the thematic categories from this study represent the areas 

addressed in self-help groups and in group counseling (Kim et al., 2017; Yalom, 2005), such as 

‘Imparting Information,’ which is providing advice, support, etc., ‘Catharsis’ or updating the 

group on progress or setbacks, and ‘Instillation of Hope’ that includes requesting opinions, 

resources, and more from other members of the group. Those discovered thematic categories 

were broken down into 10 specific Subcategories, which comprise of the following: 1) Catharsis: 

Positive, Negative, and General/Neutral, 2) Imparting Information: Advice, Insight, Resources, 

and Support/Encouragement, 3) Instillation of Hope: Seeking Advice, Seeking 

Support/Encouragement, and Seeking Insight. Additionally, across all thematic categories and 

subcategories, common topics and trends were presented that also connect to previous studies 

regarding pornography use (Fall & Howard, 2015; Sun et al., 2016). Because of the length and 

depth of the data set’s postings, many could potentially fit into multiple codes, but they were 

placed in the code that best represented their nature. For example, some postings provided the 

other members with advice and resources, but if the posting was more focused on the advice than 

the resources, they were coded as Imparting Information: Advice instead of Imparting 

Information: Resources. Presented in tabular form in Tables 2-6 are the frequencies and 
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percentages of the postings as coded into their thematic categories and subcategories. The 

common topics within the subcategories are discussed and exact quotations will be used to 

maintain the authenticity of the postings. Thematic categories and subcategories were coded by 

hand, so all of the scanned pages of original data and two rounds of coding can be found in the 

Appendices, labeled as the Code Index. The Appendices also include the key used during coding, 

which is titled the Code Book.  

Beyond the nature of the postings found on PornFree, the researcher examined the 

difference in the nature of the postings based on how many days abstinent the participants were 

at the time of data collection. The frequencies of postings and their corresponding thematic 

categories and subcategories per participant are presented in Tables 7-10. 

Thematic Categories and Subcategories 

Within the 700 postings, three thematic categories were discovered. In order of 

frequency, they include Imparting Information (77.6%, n=543), Catharsis (20.7%, n=145), and 

Instillation of Hope (1.7%, n=12). Table 2 presents the thematic categories and the subcategories 

and Table 3 shows the description for the codes that were used during analysis. The trends within 

the subcategories are provided in successive sections. 

Table 2: Thematic Categories and Subcategories 

Total Postings (N=700) 
Thematic Category n % Subcategory n % 
Imparting Information 543 77.6% Insight 274 39.1% 
   Advice 134 19.1% 
   Support/Encouragement 105 15.0% 
   Resources 30 4.3% 
Catharsis 145 20.7% Positive 55 7.9% 
   Negative 7 1.0% 
   Neutral/General 83 11.9% 
Instillation of Hope 12 1.7% Seeking Advice 8 1.1% 
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   Seeking 
Support/Encouragement 

2 0.3% 

   Seeking Insight 2 0.3% 
 

Table 3: Description of Subcategories 

Thematic 
Category 

N Subcategory n % Coding Description 

Imparting 
Information 

54
3 

Insight 274 50.5% Posting shares an opinion or 
personal experience to group 
members 

  Advice 134 24.7% Posting shares a specific 
piece of advice to group 
members 

  Support/Encouragement 105 19.3% Posting provides support or 
encouragement to group 
members 

  Resources 30 5.5% Posting provides a concrete 
resource to group members 

Catharsis 14
5 

Positive 55 37.9% Posting provides update that 
expresses a generally positive 
experience 

  Negative 7 4.8% Posting provides update that 
expresses a generally 
negative experience 

  Neutral/General 83 57.2% Posting provides update that 
is either general, both 
positive and negative, or 
indicates a neutral experience 

Instillation 
of Hope 

12 Seeking Advice 8 66.7% Posting seeks advice from 
group members 

  Seeking 
Support/Encouragement 

2 16.7% Posting seeks support or 
encouragement from group 
members 

  Seeking Insight 2 16.7% Posting seeks specific 
opinion or experience of 
other group members 

 

Imparting Information 

Imparting Information had the highest frequency of the thematic categories with 543 of 

the 700 postings, which is 77.6% of the data set. Originally titled ‘Giving,’ the thematic category 
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code of Imparting Information was given to postings that provided some sort of information, 

typically in response to an unseen question or prompt, although some were original postings that 

addressed the entire group with information. Imparting Information is a therapeutic factor in 

group counseling and refers to the process of providing the group with suggestions, advice, or 

direct guidance (Yalom, 2005). Four subcategories occurred within Imparting Information, with 

the largest subcategory being Insight at 39.1% of the total data set (n=274, N=700) and 50.5% of 

the thematic category (n=274, N=543). The next highest subcategory was Advice at 24.7% of the 

Imparting Information thematic category (n=134, N=543). Support/Encouragement came next at 

19.3% (n=105), followed by Resources at 5.5% (n=30). Table 4 shows the frequencies and 

percentages of these four subcategories. 

Table 4: Frequencies of Subcategories: ‘Imparting Information’ 

Thematic Category N Subcategory n % 
Imparting Information 543 Insight 274 50.5% 
  Advice 134 24.7% 
  Support/Encouragement 105 19.3% 
  Resource 30 5.5% 

 

Insight 

 The subcategory of Imparting Information: Insight was given to postings that were 

predominantly focused on providing a specific opinion or personal experience, many times in 

response to an unseen prompt or question from another PornFree member. This subcategory was 

originally titled ‘Opinions/Experiences,’ but was changed after the results were compared to the 

group counseling literature, which focused on ‘Insight’ as the term used to encompass one’s 

experiences and opinions on a subject (Jacobs, Masson, & Harvill, 2009). Although some of the 

postings within this subcategory could be seen as providing some type of advice, it was placed in 
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the subcategory of Insight if the nature of the posting was more about sharing what their personal 

experience or opinion was instead of specific advice. Imparting Information: Insight was the 

most popular subcategory of all 10 with 39.1% of the data set (n=274, N=700). The personal 

opinions and experiences varied greatly, but some obvious trends arose in the topics addressed in 

these postings, such as discussing pornography as an addiction, when and how to discuss 

pornography use to significant others, and if masturbation should be a part of the abstinence 

process.  

 Pornography as an addiction. Conversations regarding whether participants viewed 

their excessive pornography use as an addiction were common. One participant posted,  

“I like your response. I felt empowered after many years when I finally admitted that I 

was addicted to porn. For me, it's an addiction. But it really doesn't matter what you want 

to call it. It doesn't even matter if 100 different studies come out and say that porn is not 

addictive. All I know is that porn is harmful to me and I want it out of my life.” 

 Another member noted, “Porn detox is real,” while a third compared it to alcohol 

addiction by saying, 

“When I truly came to feel and know that porn was not for me, it stopped becoming such 

a battle. Alcoholics Anonymous says if you're not sure you're an alcoholic, go and try 

some controlled drinking. And I recommend the same - if you're not sure porn is a 

problem for you, then maybe you have some good old-fashioned convincing to do.” 

Other participants casually mentioned their pornography use as an addiction and overall, 

the term was used frequently. 
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Disclosing porn use to a significant other. Many participants discussed when and if it is 

appropriate to disclose their pornography use to their significant others. For example, one 

posting stated,  

“…I've talked about porn very generally with my wife. She's known that it's something 

that has recurred for various reasons. She says she is open to talking more, hearing more 

in detail about my struggles and challenges, and I really, really appreciate where that's 

coming from. My challenge is that I anticipate that despite her openness and acceptance 

of me along with my struggle, I believe that as i share in more detail she'll become really 

anxious and body image issues will rear their heads more than they already do. One of 

my triggers is a (seemingly) significant libido mismatch between me and her. I believe 

that, in part, is influenced by her poor (very whacked) body image, (thanks, repressive 

mother/religion). So you see the potential negative feedback loop that could occur, 

despite all good intentions? That being said, I intend to get more specific with her when I 

hit 6mo using pornfree, relapses or otherwise. PFree is a great tool and I'm really happy 

about what it can represent over time. Relapses or no, its a record of sustained effort. 

Seems important to bring that to the table if I want to really be accountable. Seems 

important as a record showing my struggle really isn't about her, it's about me 

overcoming my insecurities, laziness, bad habits. Right now, she asks me very generally, 

really low key, how I'm doing, or how I'm feeling. Maybe once every 4-5 months. It felt 

great 3 days ago to let her know things were going very well, knowing I was at 

30something days totally clean. Not kinda clean, not some pretty-okay-compared-to-

most-dudes clean. Totally clean. But that's my experience. I'm certain that each 
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partnership/marriage has its peculiarities and communication style. In the short run, I've 

got nothing specific for you. But long run, it seems like increasing transparency is good.” 

Those that discuss disclosing their pornography use to their significant others are most 

frequently for it, with very few postings advising against it. 

 Masturbation. PornFree is a forum for those that choose to abstain from pornography, 

but there is no mention of whether participants should give up masturbation as well. It is a highly 

debated topic within the community, as there is another forum on Reddit.com called NoFap that 

adamantly promotes no pornography or masturbation. Some PornFree members believe 

abstaining from pornography and masturbation, even for just a small amount of time, is a good 

way to “reset” their minds and bodies, as expressed by the comment,  

“Looking at porn and masturbating are too intertwined to expect that fapping 

[masturbation] won't increase your temptation to also look at porn. There is nothing 

wrong with giving both a break for a while. One way I'm trying to approach it is that 

looking at porn was very habitual for me. Most of the times, I wasn't really even in the 

mood to do either, but out of habit I would start looking at porn which would get me 

aroused and then I would masturbate. Because the fapping usually comes from looking at 

porn, when you stop looking at porn, you will probably feel less need to masturbate. I 

made a rule for myself to not cause a new habit out of masturbating. I don't want it to be 

something that I just do out of some routine. Instead, if I get aroused naturally (such as 

waking up in the morning with an erection), then maybe I will take care of business. But, 

I'm not going to force myself to get hard just because I mentally feel like I need to do 

things on some schedule.” 
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However, most of the members are neutral on the matter. One participant said, “As for 

masturbation, I think it takes some trial and error to figure out what works for you. I have come 

to the conclusion that it's best not to overthink it.” Another post stated, 

“… Eating is necessary to survive, masturbation is not. What I wanted to show you is that 

even the most necessary activity will be wrong when done too much. And porn and 

masturbation come hand in hand for most of people, so it's obvious that people think 

whether they should do it and how often. Hence you asking this question, right?”  

A participant that once tried to abstain from masturbation as well as pornography commented,  

“I gave noFap an honest try. I did 90 days and then I gave it a benefit of a doubt and 

continued for another 100 days. It did diddly-squat for me. Not a single one of the ‘super 

powers’ I was lured in with manifested even slightly. It's just a huge circle-jerk, 

ironically, which I wouldn't mind so much, that's how 99% of reddit works. But noFap is 

also hugely anti-sexual. I have tons of guilt and shame surrounding my sexuality already, 

I don't need an extra helping. So yea, I agree that pornfree should be its own thing 

without any comparison to noFap. But when asked, I won't hesitate to shit on that 

dishonest pseudo-religion.” 

General experiences. Postings that fit into this trend revolved around a member 

describing their experiences before, during, or after abstinence. For example, one participant 

compared his brain on porn to a possession. The participant stated,  

“Everybody's got a collection of competing interests, many of which are at cross-

purposes to each other. Isn't it crazy that difference between being driven by the 

pornbrain and then waking up back in your own brain the next morning? It's no wonder 

people can aptly describe the experience as possession, or being haunted.” 
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Another common trend within the experiences of those abstaining is discussions about 

mental health concerns. One participant answered another member’s question about his 

depression, stating,  

“Short answer: In my case, depression is probably the cause, porn the symptom. Long 

answer: It's a bit muddy. I started using porn before I had serious mental problems but I 

don't think it would have escalated to the same degree over the years if I had been healthy 

and would have had romantic and sexual success. Yes, since I quit porn, my mental 

health has improved but there are a lot of other factors I changed since then that seem far 

more likely to be responsible for improving my situation. I think quitting porn is 

generally advisable but it won't have massive health benefits (or any huge benefits in 

general) on its own.” 

One member responded to a prompt about what has changed since he became abstinent 

from pornography. He had been 246 days abstinent at the time of the response,  

“Less objectification of women and better relationships with them. I actually got together 

with my current girlfriend of 2+ years when I was first starting out on this journey. My 

relationships with other women who are my friends, colleagues, etc. have also vastly 

improved. I am learning to sexualize women in a healthy way. I still find women other 

than my girlfriend attractive, but I no longer see some girls as ‘super attractive’ and the 

rest as ‘meh’. I actually find that I'm attracted to almost all of them in some way, and 

beyond just their looks, also to their quirks and personalities. More realistic expectations 

about sex, and a new approach to it that is more spiritual, emotional and overall feels 

more mature. Still a work in progress but I feel good about the path I'm on. Less fear 

about sex and physical intimacy in general. Less anxiety, depression, and brain fog. I still 
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have anxiety some days but on this current streak I'm really much more clear-headed than 

I ever remember being. Exercise, healthy diet, and a meditation practice help too I think, 

but I really do think cutting out porn makes a noticeable difference. Feel better about 

myself as a person and as a man. So all in all it's been well worth it.” 

Advice 

 The subcategory of Imparting Information: Advice included postings that provided 

specific advice to members. Although these postings may have included encouragement or 

insight, the nature of the posting was mostly focused on advice giving. Imparting Information: 

Advice accounts for 24.7% of the Imparting Information thematic category (n=134, N=543) and 

19.1% of the entire data set (n=134, N=700). The advice given in these postings revolved around 

the topics of coping skills, relapse prevention, counseling, and using PornFree as a tool. 

 Coping skills and relapse prevention. Participants advised other members on various 

coping skills to deal with the negative effects of abstinence and how to avoid relapsing. One 

posting said,  

“You can do it! :) Analyze what time of the day is critical for you. Start with that and 

then think what you should do instead. For example workout, read some self 

improvements books, search new music, hang out with friends, go on a hike....its so much 

to live instead of being at home watching porn. Best is to stay busy from the moment you 

wake up till when you fall asleep. Use that libido on your girlfriend and show her your 

animal drive, she’ll sure love it!” 

Another participant advised, “-Don't look photos of Girls. Plus avoid looking half-naked 

girls in the streets. -Use internet filters. -Acknowledge why you shouldn't watch Porn 
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every time you crave. -Never be unhappy and depressed. If you are depressed, be aware 

that you are vulnurable to Porn.”  

Using milestones and rewarding those milestones as a tool was also a trend within 

Imparting Information: Advice. For example, one participant said,  

“Setting milestones is important during recovery. It shows that we are engaged in 

planning our recovery, it marks our progress, and it signifies a fulfillment of a goal. It 

should be a motivator for each of us. Milestones will be different for each of us. For 

some, a milestone may be one week or one month. Maybe it's shorter or maybe it's 

longer. I'm presently at 35 days. My next milestone is 60 days. When you achieve a 

milestone, revisit your plan, think about your progress, and set a new milestone to reach. 

Also, don't forget to set up a reward for each milestone reached. You deserve it. You 

worked hard for it. Recovery isn't just a period of great challenge and difficulty. It is also 

a time to live life and celebrate your successes. Rewards will be different for each of us. I 

bought a new book when I hit 30 days. When I hit 60 days, I'm going hiking in the 

Allegheny Mountains. Try setting your reward at the same time you set your milestone so 

that you have something to aim for. So, what's your milestone and what will your reward 

be?” 

Some other coping skills advised throughout the data include meditation, dating, finding 

new hobbies, creativity, accountability, and more. 

 Counseling. Counseling and related programs were mentioned as possible strategies 

multiple times within this data set. For example, one participant said,  

“A therapist is a good bet. Your general practitioner could also be open to it. There are 

12-step groups (SAA and SLAA) that are very helpful if you're open to that.”  
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 Sex Addicts Anonymous was brought up by another member that stated,  

“Have you considered attending Sex Addicts Anonymous meetings? Not only would 

those meetings provide you with recovery tools, but you would be able to connect with 

others who won't cause you to feel shame. Also, your addiction seems to have a porn 

component, but it also reaches into other areas of sex addiction. Give it some thought.” 

 Using PornFree. Because so many members have experienced the benefits of posting 

onto the PornFree forum, many suggested it as an important tool for new or disengaged 

members. One member posted,  

“Yes, talking about it will be of immense help to you. No need to feel embarrassed. 

Sharing is one of the best ways to learn, grown, and cast off the shame that we feel. Good 

luck!” 

Another participant discussed the usefulness of reading the postings on PornFree. He 

said,  

“Also, browsing through peoples posts might give you an amplified perspective of the 

real impact of porn in real peoples lives, beyond just conflict with cultural norms, 

countless wasted hours, and blunted cognitive abilities.” 

 General advice. Much of the advice given to other members on PornFree is rather 

general in nature and covers many areas. Some of it focuses on avoiding relapse, like one 

participant’s statement, “It comes in waves. Just ride it out and it will pass. Just be extra careful 

to not inch toward it or you will surely get swept away.” That same participant also advised 

working out by saying,  

“…One thing that helps fight addiction is to get out of your old routines. Replace the time 

that you would have spent in the unhealthy activities with something positive. Go to a 



	

	
	

41 

gym, or get involved in something. Change your life and be proud of yourself for doing 

it!” 

Another participant discussed the importance of discovering a new hobby. He posted,  

“Next step is to find something (not someone) that makes you happy. Even if it takes a lot 

of hard work, trial and error and patience to find it. Porn is an instant fix, things that are 

truely worthwhile only come through patience and persistence. But those who seek tend 

to find.” 

Other posts focused on self-reflection, like one participant’s posting that stated,  

“You must acknowledge why are you here during this journey my fellow friends. If you 

learn your cause, you will be extremely strong. You need to break these chains.” 

Support/Encouragement 

 The subcategory Imparting Information: Support/Encouragement ranked third for most 

common subcategory within the entire data set at 15.0% (n=105, N=700) and 19.3% in the 

Imparting Information thematic category (n=105, N=543). This subcategory included postings 

that were intended to support or encourage other members in PornFree. Some of the postings 

within the subcategory of Imparting Information: Support/Encouragement provide advice or 

insight, but the main element of the post is to provide support. Providing community, 

encouraging statements, and motivation were trends found within the Support/Encouragement 

subcategory. 

 Community. Several postings showed support by agreeing with what another member 

said or by relating to another member. For instance, one member said to another, “both you and I 

almost caved in. Keep going strong man!!!!!” One participant agreed with a member’s 

perspective and replied,  
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“Yes! My biggest problem with porn is that it's life negative... it's like an escape from 

life. I don't want to escape from life. I want to embrace it. I like the way you put it. 

Thanks for sharing.” 

Other comments were just general support to the entire group, embracing the community 

feel of it. One participant posted,  

“Give yourself an applause. Here's why… ‘My good friend, dont be hard on yourself. For 

starters you are standing up to a difficult problem but you know youve got what it takes 

to beat it. And for second, you have to admire your courage trying to battle this. Hey, no 

one said it will be easy. We’re all in this together! Don’t give up. And its never too late! 

Btw, give yourself an applause!!’” 

 ‘Keep it up.’ When a member posts an update on how they are doing, many times other 

members will encourage them with statements such as, “Keep it going! The mind wants its fix 

and will learn to adapt in time.” Another statement following this theme was, “Congratulations! I 

knew you were going to make it to this milestone. You’ve made tremendous progress. Keep it 

going!” Support in this form was used often, with many comments like the following, 

“Remember it's a process, starting to figure it out is better than being stuck in an endless 

loop. I know that after this time, you'll start ro recognize the signs and reign it in before 

it's too late. Keep at it, dude!” 

Motivation. Postings that revolved around motivation were typically responses to 

members that had either relapsed or were concerned of relapsing. For instance, one participant 

stated, “Luck brother! Everybody here wants you to win today!” Motivation comments also 

came in forms such as,  
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“Great post, it was a great read. I really like the fact that you're focusing in on the internal 

changes and not necessarily just white knuckling porn out of your life. I have been on this 

journey for about 3 years and have built some good streaks but also relapsed many a 

time. Now the goal is to quit porn for good but it really took some good hard relapsing 

for me to convince myself that porn really wasn't for me. I like to say that I prefer an 

honest relapse to a fake recovery. So I had a few honest relapses, and now I'm having an 

honest recovery. A quote I like is – ‘don't try to be wise before experience’. Also funny 

about your brother having porn. I remember finding porn on my brother's computer when 

we were both teenagers. Odds are that most young guys look at porn, sure, but I reckon 

odds are even higher that it runs in the same family. Anyway, congratulations mate. 

Thanks for sharing. :)” 

 General support. The postings that are within this general theme of Imparting 

Information: Support/Encouragement were not specific enough to be included in one of the other 

themes, such as, “Keep going, the flatline can be an absolute nightmare and feel impossible but 

in the long run it’ll all be worth it” and, “You’ve made a great decision. Welcome to the rest of 

your life, Regular You.” 

Resources 

 The subcategory of Imparting Information: Resources was focused on providing the 

group members with a particular resource. Some of the other subcategories may include 

resources, but the essence of those that belong in Imparting Information: Resources are focused 

purely on giving the group information regarding a specific resource. Because of this stipulation, 

this subcategory only represents 5.5% of Imparting Information (n=30, N=543) and 4.3% of the 

entire data set (n=30, N=700).  
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PornFree offers a sidebar with resources linked. Many participants posted about utilizing 

those, such as, “Have a look at the resources in the sidebar, if you haven't yet.” In the sidebar is a 

link to the website called Your Brain on Porn that has a video series available on it, a link to an 

mp3 that helps with meditation, and a link to an old post that is called, ‘Concrete Tips for 

Quitting Porn.’ Podcasts were also mentioned as a resource by many members, particularly a 

podcast called “Pornfree Radio.” Fight The New Drug’s website was also brought up by many 

members, as well as the videos that famous ex-football player Terry Crews created after he 

publicly disclosed to being addicted to pornography. The book, Man’s Search for Meaning by 

Victor Frankl, was discussed by one member and various motivational quotes and sayings were 

also popular within the data set. 

Catharsis 

 The thematic theme of Catharsis was ranked as the second most common thematic 

category with 20.7% of the total postings (n=145, N=700). Originally, the Catharsis thematic 

category was labeled ‘Updating,’ but was later changed to Catharsis to reflect the expression of 

feelings that occurs in group counseling (Jacobs et al., 2009). The postings that were coded as 

part of the Catharsis thematic category were predominantly centered on updating the group on 

their progress. Three subcategories surfaced from Catharsis and include positive, negative, and 

neutral/general updates. Catharsis: Neutral/General represented the majority of the thematic 

theme Catharsis with 57.2% (n=83, N=145). The Positive subcategory was second largest at 

37.9% with 55 postings of the 143. Catharsis: Negative was the smallest of this thematic 

category at 4.8% (n=7, N=143). Table 5 shows the three subcategories’ frequencies and 

percentages.  
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Table 5: Frequencies of Subcategories: ‘Catharsis’ 

Thematic Category N Subcategory n % 
Catharsis 145 Positive 55 37.9% 
  Negative 7 4.8% 
  Neutral/General 83 57.2% 

 

Neutral/General 

 The Catharsis: Neutral/General subcategory included postings that either included 

positive and negative comments about their progress or the comments were neutral or general in 

nature. Representing 57.2% of the Catharsis thematic category (n=83, N=145) and 11.9% of the 

entire data set (n=83, N=700), Neutral/General updates were the most common type of update.  

Includes positives and negatives. Some updates by members of PornFree would include 

both positive and negative comments within them. An example of this comes from a 

participant’s posting that states,  

“Keeping busy but I have also noticed my steady routine of meditating and jouranling is 

helping me to realize that while I do not have control over every thought that pops into 

my head, I have the choice whether or not to act on it. Also that every emotional state is 

temporary; urges are the same, they will pass.” 

Another participant discussed his experience at 263 days abstinent with the comment, 

“This journey has been crazy - Crazy good. Right now I'm struggling a bit, sometimes the 

weight of all this is just too much for me. That's honest. But at the same time I feel 

strong. I'm not near ready to give up, and know that I don't have to. I can't put words to it, 

they just don't do it justice. But there are some really crazy things going on in my life 

right now, things that are crazy good. I don't mean that it's always a cakewalk or I'm 

walking around with a grin all the time, but, there's something really deep going on inside 
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of me and in my life. I attribute it to my openness towards life, and to new experiences, 

both good and bad. Porn has no place in that for me. I'm just happy to be alive. Thanks 

folks.” 

‘Check-in.’ A core component of PornFree is for members to ‘check-in’ and discuss 

what’s been going on during the abstinence process. Moderators of the group will occasionally 

assign a challenge and request that those that participate in the challenge to check-in throughout. 

An example of a monthly challenge check-in is, “Checking in for the second half of February! 

My girlfriend and I are tackling this together!” Other check-ins may occur when a member just 

wants to update the group on how they are doing based on how many days they have been 

abstinent. For example, one participant wrote on day 82 of his abstinence, “Checking in. Still 

good.” Another participant describes his experience more in-depth by posting, 

“Day 23 - First off a shoutout to all of you. The past week has been especially rough not 

just because of porn and having this community has been huge. This is more just so I can 

get this out in writing, because I'm too emotionally drained to get into detail. The past 24 

hours has been especially rough, but I'm still going and that's whats important. We can all 

do this. I admire all of you deeply, and that has helped keep me going. It takes a lot of 

balls to look a problem in the eye and say I'm going to fix this. The balls that many 

people in this world think they have when in reality, they don't. That's all I got. Stay 

strong and much love.” 

Neutral. Some updates do not necessarily fit into a positive or negative category, but 

rather present with more of a neutral or general nature. For instance, one participant posted, “I 

am glad I found this subreddit before it is too late.” And others are just thoughts that the 
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participant wants to share with the group. An example of a neutral update is when a participant 

posted at 194 days abstinent,  

“Addiction is real, but so is self-control and discipline. As someone who has an addictive 

personality and could have rolled with the worst addict on here, I have some thoughts. 

You can lean on your impulses, that are real, and use the medical diagnoses of addiction 

to continue down a destructive, guilt-ridden path. OR You can use your higher level 

thinking to A) understand that you have these impulses and strong desires that you need 

to overcome AND B) That you can have the self-control to just say no. I went from a 

hardcore, drug-induced, junkie in my late teens to a sober person in one night. I had tried 

to quit many times and relapsed, but this one night I woke up and just decided that I 

could die like this or make a change. I wanted a change. A university degree, 12 years 

sobriety (from drugs) later, and never one relapse. I often wondered why that time was 

different. Why on that singular night and every night that followed was my ability to 

avoid drugs opened to me? Upon reflection, I found that it was because I truly wanted to 

stop. In my mind, my higher order of thoughts, I acknowledged the harm I was causing 

and took responsibility for it. I also took personal responsibility for my actions and made 

intention to never do it again. You can let the fact that you're a chemically impulsive 

person drive your inability to stop or to excuse your relapses. Or, you can use your 

intelligence to understand how you're wired, stop making excuses, and use self-control to 

allow you to drive your life again. At the end of the day, you have to really want it. 

Saying you want it doesn't mean shit. It's like an obese person who constantly moans that 

they want to get in shape. No they don't. If they did, they wouldn't moan. They would buy 
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healthy food and start working out. Instead of them talking about doing something, 

people would come to them and say, wow, you're losing weight.” 

Positive  

 Positive updates were the second most common type of updates in this particular data set 

with 37.9% of the Catharsis thematic category (n=55, N=145) and 7.9% of the entire data set 

(n=55, N=700). This subcategory of Catharsis: Positive was assigned to the updates that were 

principally positive in nature. There were specific noted trends within the positive updates, such 

as reported positive changes and less desire to use pornography. 

 Positive changes. One participant reported that he has noticed his frustration levels 

decreasing. He said,  

“Checking in. Will try to post regular updates. I'm in this for the long haul. 11/6: I have 

more energy, it's easier to get out of the house, and I get less frustrated with complicated 

tasks at work…” 

Another participant stated,  

“Effects this sub can have - I dunno if it's from not using anymore, but now whenever I 

go outside I notice how vibrant the sky is, each and every time. I never noticed this 

before. Cool feeling.” 

One PornFree member reported feeling more at peace by saying,  

“…Gonna be a quick one. Lots and lots of gratitude to hand out. Gratitude for all the 

people in my corner (this sub reddit, my karate instructor, my family, my friends, my 

girlfriend, my girlfriend's friends, my band, etc. etc.) And gratitude to God (using the 

term liberally here) for all the wonderful things that have been given to me. Feeling really 

peaceful and grateful today. Thanks folks.” 
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Another participant celebrated a milestone by deleting the pornography he kept on his 

computer. He stated,  

“Well, I just performed my olympic event. I deleted the stash. 500gb! All gone and it 

feels great. By the way, the special occasion was that I talked with my wife about my 

struggles last night. This feels like a bit of a victory lap!” 

 Less desire to use pornography. Many participants claimed to have less desire to use 

pornography after abstaining. One posted,  

“40 Days Clean: My Thoughts - Honestly don’t remember the last time I reached this 

amount of days to be honest, I feel so clear headed yet everyday is an emotional roller 

coaster. There is still some attraction to porn but it’s at an all time low. Amazingly 

enough I only had one minor slip up this month, caught myself admiring a profile on fb 

but immediately came to my senses. Started school this year as well so that also is 

tremendously helping me stay pornfree. Hope everyone is doing well today!” 

 Another celebrated hitting three weeks without using pornography by posting,  

“Three weeks today! Well, I'm at 3 weeks today, and I feel great about it. To me, the first 

couple of days are always the most difficult. It becomes a bit easier every single day 

because it feels like caving now would be throwing away everything I've been working 

for in this battle. I can honestly say that I'm getting to the point where I don't even really 

think about it much anymore. It's like the temptation isn't even really there. The last 

couple of weeks have been really stressful for other reasons, and I haven't even really 

considered using porn as a way to cope. My past failures have taught me my likely 

triggers, so I try to stay clear of the things that caused me to fail before. There are no 

failures as long as you learn something from it! I'm in such a good place with this all 
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right now and although I have a long ways to go, I'm starting to think that this may 

actually be the time where I finally win this war forever.” 

Negative 

 The least common subcategory of Catharsis is fully negative updates. Catharsis: 

Negative accounts for 4.8% of the Catharsis thematic category (n=7, N=145), and only 1.0% of 

the entire data set (n=7, N=700). To be coded as Negative, the posting had to be a comment that 

is considered as a negative experience. One participant said, “Day 52 - still flatlinging, 

depressed. Is this normal?” Another described his issues with sexuality after giving up 

pornography by posting,  

“I hate Valentine's Day. I hate that it makes me feel even lonelier than usual. I hate that I 

fall for this made-up, corporate holiday that has no meaning. I hate that porn still seems 

like salvation, offering at least the illusion of human companionship and sexuality. I hate 

that I can't barely masturbate to my fantasy anymore because I have no reference 

anymore and my brain rejects it all as implausible. Masturbation is the only form of 

sexuality I can experience, I don't want to lose it.” 

Other negative experiences reported in the data included “withdrawal symptoms,” lower 

sex drive, and shame of past pornography use. 

Instillation of Hope 

 Instillation of Hope was the least common thematic category and required a specific 

request made in the posting to be coded as such. During the reassembling phase of coding, this 

thematic category was broadly titled ‘Requesting.’ The name of the thematic category was later 

changed to Instillation of Hope, as the nature of the postings within it align with Yalom’s 

curative factor of the same name (2005). Instillation of Hope is defined as a desire for feelings of 
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hope about one’s concerns in group counseling (Jacobs et al., 2009; Yalom, 2005), and 

accurately represents the postings of members that are seeking ideas that will improve their 

hopelessness in regards to pornography use. Many postings in the entire data set included a 

request, but were coded into different thematic categories because requesting, or seeking 

Instillation of Hope, was not the main purpose. Those that were predominantly Instillation of 

Hope accounted for only 1.7% of the data set (n=12, N=700). The subcategories found within 

Instillation of Hope were Seeking Advice, Seeking Support/Encouragement, and Seeking Insight. 

Instillation of Hope: Seeking Advice was the most common in this thematic category at 66.7% 

(n=8, N=12), followed by Instillation of Hope: Seeking Support/Encouragement at 16.7% (n=2, 

N=12), and Instillation of Hope: Seeking Insight at 16.7% (n=2, N=12). During the second round 

of coding, the researcher expected to find the subcategory of Instillation of Hope: Seeking 

Resources, but no postings specifically requested a resource. Table 6 provides the frequencies 

and percentages of these subcategories. 

Table 6: Frequencies of Subcategories: ‘Instillation of Hope’ 

Thematic Category N Subcategory n % 
Instillation of Hope 12 Seeking Advice 8 66.7% 
  Seeking 

Support/Encouragement 
2 16.7% 

  Seeking Insight 2 16.7% 
 

Seeking Advice. 

 This subcategory was most popular in postings that were identified as Instillation of Hope 

at 66.7% (n=8, N=12). Instillation of Hope: Seeking Advice represented 1.1% of the entire data 

set (n=8, N=700). The postings that were placed in this subcategory were those that prompted a 

specific need for advice for the poster. Some common topics within the Seeking Advice 



	

	
	

52 

subcategory were requesting advice about masturbation, relapse prevention, and general 

concerns. 

 Masturbation. One participant prompted the group for how to use masturbation in a 

healthy manner. He asked,  

“Does anyone have a recommendation for a good balance of masturbation that gives you 

some of the benefits of occasional abstinence but also keeps your sexual energy in 

check?” 

 Relapse prevention. Sometimes, members of PornFree reached out to other members 

for advice on how to avoid relapsing. One member asked,  

“Tips to prevent a slip up from turning into a full blown binge? After periods of brief 

sobriety, my relapses almost never constitute just a slip up , which I might categorize as a 

short, perhaps low intensity, encounter with porn. Rather, my relapses usually become 

three or four day affairs where I look at porn multiple time a day, with increasingly 

intense videos. Usually, my relapse begins as a slip up, and there seems to be a small 

window where I might be able to stave off a full blown binge, but it never happens. I 

suppose I just feel bad about myself for slipping up and sometimes will just say, ‘what's 

the point.’ Or, I will quickly see that the underlying stressor that contributed to the slip up 

hasn't gone away by looking at porn, which then causes me to feel worthless. 

I would consider it great progress for myself if I could better control my relapses and 

limit the damage created by them. Anyone have tips and pointers for me so that I can stop 

having so many binges?” 

Another member was concerned about how to get over a hangover, since his previous 

coping skill was to watch pornography. He prompted the group,  
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“So throughout this process the times I relapse are when I'm hungover. Probably 80% of 

my relapses are through this… Does anyone have any advice on how to handle 

hangovers? I know I need to make some strategies, and I've made so much progress I 

would hate to have it all for naught because I drank too much one night. How do you 

guys handle this? Thanks in advance for the advice. Much love.” 

 General concerns. New members occasionally had concerns about what they were 

experiencing in the abstinence process. One member in particular was concerned about what the 

group calls “rebooting,” which refers to the process of returning to a “normal” sex-drive, where 

sexual acts with another person is the main sexual desire, not pornography. He asked,  

“Is this progress? Of most recent note I am unsure what to think about this. I wasn't 

aware to the amount of sexual focus and nudity in the Netflix exclusive show Altered 

Carbon but there is plenty of it. Surprisingly though I have found that I have reacted to it 

rather neutrally. I don't give it much thought during or afterwards and and do not feel the 

drive to watch more of the show beyond wanting to know more about the story. Is this the 

stage people call rebooting? I ask because after I realized how unresponsive I have been 

to the sexual content of the show I realize that I haven't found anything sexually 

stimulating in over a week. In general I haven't found much of a desire to turn to porn or 

masturbation beyond fleeting thoughts.” 

Seeking Support/Encouragement. 

 Only two postings requested support or encouragement from the group, representing 

16.7% of the Instillation of Hope thematic category (n=2, N=12). One stated, “I’m typing in this 

box because I’m right about to lose it.” The other prompted a response of support or 

encouragement from the group regarding an old song that he relates to pornography use. 
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Seeking Insight. 

 The final subcategory within Instillation of Hope was Instillation of Hope: Seeking 

Insight. Two postings of the 12 in this thematic category specifically asked for just an opinion or 

example of an experience from the other group members. Because there are various ways to 

abstain from pornography, two members of PornFree questioned the group for opinions on 

abstinence from masturbation. One participant posted,  

“Maybe masterbation is getting out of hand too… Hi people, just gonna throw my 

thoughts out there on this post. Lately I've been struggling a bit with some cravings and 

images flashing in my head, so I've recurred to masturbating more frequently this past 

week (3 times overall). Since I've gone pornfree, I had reduced my frequency to around 

once a week, although before that I was doing it around once a day. I don't know if I 

should be worried to start compulsively masturbating, or if it's ok to have some periods of 

increased frequency. What are your thoughts on this?” 

The other participant’s question about masturbation stated,  

“…Today marks 90 days since I last watched porn and/or masturbated, the ‘standard’ 

recommended reboot time. And now, I'm unsure what to do next. I had always intended 

to masturbate again and just go pornfree after my reboot was complete, however, I'm not 

sure if that is already the case. I don't feel any different at all, I never experience morning 

wood or spontaneous erections and keeping my hands off of my bits has been easy, I 

never had any urges at all. Someone suggested a few days ago that this might mean that I 

still need more time to reboot. I feel that masturbation might actually be beneficial at this 

point because I went through those 90 days by pretty much repressing any sexual 
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thoughts at all and I suspect that might have caused my flatline. On the other hand, I don't 

want to ruin what healing progress I might have made so far.” 

Individual Differences of Participants’ Postings 

Saturation was met after the researcher collected all of the postings of 20 individuals 

from the forum PornFree. Along with the postings, the amount of time each participant was 

abstinent from pornography at the time of data collection was included in the data. All 

participants had been abstinent for at least 30 days at the time of data collection. To further 

understand the nature of the postings in relation to the length of abstinence, Table 7 shows each 

participants’ days of abstinence at the time of data collection, number of posts, and frequency of 

each thematic category. Those that were abstinent longer did not always present with more 

postings. The highest number of postings (n=158) was posted by the participant that had been 

abstinent the third longest (245 days). The participant that had been abstinent the longest (491 

days) had the fifth highest number of postings (n=56). 

Table 7: Frequencies of Thematic Categories Based on Abstinence Amount 

Days Abstinent Total 
Postings 

Imparting 
Information 

Catharsis Instillation 
of Hope 

37 27 24 3 0 
38 1 0 1 0 
39 69 48 19 2 
40 12 1 9 2 
41 10 7 3 0 
49 5 2 2 1 
49 59 47 11 1 
51 1 0 1 0 
58 6 5 1 0 
60 8 7 1 0 
65 50 40 10 0 
66 3 1 2 0 
70 5 1 4 0 
82 6 4 2 0 
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142 29 21 8 0 
150 43 39 4 0 
194 1 0 1 0 
245 158 137 20 1 
263 151 118 32 1 
491 56 41 11 4 

 

Imparting Information 

 To expand on the individual differences in the thematic categories of postings, the 

following table, Table 8, presents the frequencies of Imparting Information subcategories based 

on participants’ length of abstinence. 

Table 8: Frequencies of Subcategories Based on Abstinence Amount: ‘Imparting 

Information’ 

Days 
Abstinent 

Total in 
Imparting 
Information 

Insight Advice Support/ 
Encouragement 

Resources 

37 24 10 10 4 0 
38 0 0 0 0 0 
39 48 11 20 10 7 
40 1 0 0 1 0 
41 7 4 0 3 0 
49 2 0 0 1 1 
49 47 18 11 16 2 
51 0 0 0 0 0 
58 5 2 0 3 0 
60 7 2 3 2 0 
65 40 28 5 7 0 
66 1 1 0 0 0 
70 1 0 1 0 0 
82 4 0 0 2 2 

142 21 16 3 1 1 
150 39 10 16 13 0 
194 0 0 0 0 0 
245 137 40 50 35 12 
263 118 98 11 6 3 
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491 41 34 4 1 2 
 

Catharsis 

 The table below, Table 9, shows the frequencies of the Catharsis subcategories based on 

how long the participants were abstinent at the time of data collection. 

Table 9: Frequencies of Subcategories Based on Abstinence Amount: ‘Catharsis’ 

Days Abstinent Total in Catharsis Positive Negative Neutral/General 
37 3 2 0 1 
38 1 1 0 0 
39 19 8 0 11 
40 9 2 0 7 
41 3 2 0 1 
49 2 0 0 2 
49 11 5 0 6 
51 1 0 1 0 
58 1 0 0 1 
60 1 1 0 0 
65 10 2 0 8 
66 2 1 0 1 
70 4 2 0 2 
82 2 0 0 2 
142 8 5 1 2 
150 4 1 1 2 
194 1 0 0 1 
245 20 9 0 11 
263 32 14 0 18 
491 11 0 4 7 

 

Instillation of Hope 

 The frequencies of the Instillation of Hope subcategories are listed below in Table 10. 
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Table 10: Frequencies of Subcategories Based on Abstinence Amount: ‘Instillation of 

Hope’ 

Days Abstinent Total in 
Instillation 
of Hope 

Seeking 
Advice 

Seeking 
Support/Encouragement 

Seeking Insight 

37 0 0 0 0 
38 0 0 0 0 
39 2 2 0 0 
40 2 2 0 0 
41 0 0 0 0 
49 1 0 0 1 
49 1 0 1 0 
51 0 0 0 0 
58 0 0 0 0 
60 0 0 0 0 
65 0 0 0 0 
66 0 0 0 0 
70 0 0 0 0 
82 0 0 0 0 
142 0 0 0 0 
150 0 0 0 0 
194 0 0 0 0 
245 1 1 0 0 
263 1 0 1 1 
491 4 3 0 0 

 

Unique Finding 

 PornFree has multiple moderators to maintain the forum. They delete abusive comments, 

prompt discussions, and create challenges for the members. At some point in time, a moderator 

conducted a quantitative study within PornFree. One posting from the collected data set revealed 

the results from that study, which provides some basic information from the entire PornFree 

community. Included in the study are topics such as why they chose to abstain from 

pornography, when they first began using porn, what causes relapses, and much more. Although 
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the study is amateur, the results provide a unique perspective into the culture of PornFree and 

pornography use in general. The participant stated, 

“…This post is a discussion and brief analysis of the second pornfree survey that was 

conducted between February 3 and February 6, 2018. This survey was designed for the 

benefit of the pornfree subreddit so that we can better understand our struggles with porn, 

and learn better strategies in our recovery. It is my hope that the response from the survey 

will drive a healthy discussion in this community. The full results of the second survey 

can be found here…Feel free to read through this analysis of the second survey and 

provide your comments below. Question 1 of the survey asks respondents at what age 

they started regularly viewing porn. The highest response, at 22%, was 13 years of age, 

and a whopping 77% of all respondents started regularly viewing porn between the ages 

of 12 and 16. This clearly illustrates that a porn addiction strikes most individuals when 

they are in their youth. Question 2 asks respondents how frequently they viewed porn 

before deciding to live pornfree. The highest response, at 60%, was daily. Next, was 

multiple days per week, at 37%. Question 3 asks respondents which feelings they 

regularly experience before viewing pornography. The highest answer, at 85%, is 

boredom. Next are feelings of loneliness and stress, each at 70%. This is where the hard 

work should come in for each of us. If 85% of us feel bored just before we act out, then 

there are things we can do to right now to address these feelings. What are some ideas to 

address our boredom, loneliness, and stress? Question 4 asks which factor is the primary 

contributor to acting out. Tied at 28% are lack of a social life and lack of purpose in life. 

As to the latter, it appears many of us need to do some soul searching and discover who 

we are and what our place is in this world. Question 5 asks whether the respondent has 
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had the realization that he is heading toward a relapse before acting out. If so, when does 

that realization occur? 45% of respondents said minutes before the relapse occurs. 31% 

said hours before the relapse, and 11%said one to two days before the relapse. These 

results are interesting. In my experience, a sign of progress in recovery is being able to 

recognize one’s emotional needs and respond to them in a healthy way. Most people who 

have been successful in their recovery notice that they are slipping days in advance of a 

possible relapse. Having this realization means that they are able to respond to their 

emotions in a healthy way before they get too close to the point of no return. Question 6 

asks how many days it takes to begin a new sobriety streak after a relapse. 35% of 

respondents say that it takes 2 to 3 days. A total of 70% of respondents say that it takes 

anywhere from 2 to 3 days to more than 2 weeks! This suggests that it is a big challenge 

to secure one’s footing after a relapse. This is also a reminder that when your brain says, 

“just do it this once, and that will be all,” your brain is lying to you. If there is a positive 

result to this question, it’s that 30% of respondents were able to return to a sobriety streak 

within one day of a relapse. Question 7 asks which activities helped the respondent return 

to sobriety after a relapse. The highest response, at 68%, was visiting the pornfree 

subreddit or a similar forum. This reaffirms the idea that sharing your struggles with 

others is a key component for overcoming your porn addiction. Questions 8 through 10 

concern whether the respondents have personally shared their struggles with another 

person, as discussed at the beginning of this post. Question 11 asks whether the 

respondent regularly sets a weekly or monthly milestone while in recovery. 43% of 

respondents set milestones while 57% do not. For those who do set milestones, Question 

12 asks whether the respondent creates a reward for achieving the milestone. 29% of 
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respondents create a reward while 71% do not. [Note: I am a big believer of setting 

milestones and rewards] Question 13 asks what time the respondent goes to bed. A full 

52% go to bed between 10:00 p.m. and 12:00 a.m. 35% go to bed after midnight. If 

you’ve heard the old phrase that nothing good ever happens after midnight, perhaps it’s 

worth considering if your porn use increases after midnight. Question 14 asks the 

respondent whether he/she finds a correlation between playing video games and using 

porn. 25% say yes and 45% say no. 30% say they don’t play video games. Therefore, of 

the individuals in the survey who play video games, 35% found a correlation between 

playing video games and their porn use. That is a sizeable number and one that should 

give gamers a momentary pause. The results to Question 15 are even more obvious. 

When asked whether respondents find a correlation between social media and their porn 

use, 52% say yes and 33% say no. What are we doing to limit the impact that social 

media has on our porn use? Question 16 asks, on a scale of 1 to 10, how much emphasis 

the respondent places on willpower in his/her recovery. At the highest, 28% of 

respondent said 8, and a total of 67% respondents said between 7 and 10. Question 17 

asks, on a scale of 1 to 10, how much emphasis the respondent places on personal change 

in his/her recovery. At the highest, 37% of respondent said 10, and a total of 77% 

respondents said between 7 and 10. Question 18 asks respondents whether they have 

forgiven themselves for their struggles with porn. 51% said yes and 49% said no. I think 

this is one area that we can really improve upon. As I recently mentioned, we need to 

forgive ourselves before we can truly heal. That’s it folks. Please take some time to 

provide your thoughts about these results below or in a separate post. And a special 

thanks to all those who participated in the survey.” 
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Conclusion 

 This chapter reviewed the steps taken in collecting, analyzing, and validating the postings 

from an online self-help group, and presented the results from the current study. It offered the 

discovered thematic categories, subcategories, trends throughout the data, along with a specific 

unique finding. For this research study, 700 postings made by 20 individuals on the online 

forum, PornFree were collected and analyzed. On March 1st, 2018, and March 3rd, 2018, the 

researcher selected participants that had abstained from pornography for 30 days or more and 

collected all of their postings to the thread PornFree. The data was analyzed by utilizing an 

Ethnographic Content Analysis. The three overarching thematic categories discovered aligned 

with those of online self-help groups (Jasper et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2016) and Yalom’s 

Therapeutic Factors in Group Counseling (2005) and were titled Imparting Information, 

Catharsis, and Instillation of Hope. The thematic category code of Imparting Information was 

given to postings that provided some sort of information, typically in response to an unseen 

question or prompt, and it revealed four subcategories in ranked order: Insight, Advice, 

Support/Encouragement, and Resources. Imparting Information is a group counseling factor that 

is defined as instruction, advice, suggestions, or direct guidance from other group members 

(Yalom, 2005). The postings that were coded as part of the Catharsis thematic category were 

predominantly focused on updating the group on their progress. Catharsis, in group counseling, 

is the expression and sharing of feelings never shared before (Jacobs et al., 2009). The Catharsis 

thematic category included Neutral/General, Positive, and Negative subcategories, listed in rank 

order. Finally, the final thematic category discovered was Instillation of Hope. In group 

counseling, Instillation of Hope is the desire to feel hopeful about one’s situation (Jacobs et al., 

2009; Yalom, 2005), so postings that were coded as such sought help from other members and 
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produced, in rank order, the subcategories of Seeking Advice, Seeking Support/Encouragement, 

and Seeking Insight. 

 The most common type of posting found after analysis of the data set of 700 postings was 

Imparting Information, which represented 77.6% of the entire set (n=543, N=700). Most of the 

Imparting Information posts at 50.5% were coded as Insight, which were the postings that 

provided the group with stories of individuals’ experiences and opinions they have regarding the 

process of abstaining from pornography. A major part of being a member of PornFree is 

updating the group on one’s current progress, so the second most common theme found was 

Catharsis at 20.7% of the entire data set (n=145, N=700). The most popular subcategory of 

Catharsis was Neutral/General, suggesting that most updates included both positive and 

negative experiences or were neutral in nature. The final and least common thematic category 

was Instillation of Hope, which represented only 1.7% of the entire data set (n=12, N=700). 

Those that did fit into Instillation of Hope were most likely to request specific advice from other 

members (66.7%), and less likely to request support and insight. Amount of abstinent days at the 

point of data collection did not appear to greatly affect the amount or type of postings. Common 

trends throughout the entire data set also emerged, many of which support the negative effects of 

pornography use found in previous research studies (Fall & Howard, 2015; Sun et al., 2016). 

Those common trends, a deeper discussion of the findings, and implications to the counseling 

field are explored in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER IV: DISCUSSION 

 Current literature suggests that excessive pornography use is correlated to negative 

effects (Baer et al., 2015; Kingston et al., 2008). Although there is no identification of what is 

considered “excessive,” the research states that as pornography use increases, so do the negative 

symptoms (Gola et al., 2016; Szymanski & Stewart-Richardson, 2014; Burke, 2016). There is a 

lack of research on what happens when individuals that were using pornography choose to 

abstain from it (Park et al., 2016; Wilson, 2016; Kuhn & Gallinat, 2014). Therefore, to better 

understand the experiences of those abstaining from pornography use, this study explored the 

nature of postings made to an online group forum created to discuss such experiences. These 

unique experiences may increase counselors’ competencies in working with populations that are 

affected by pornography use.  

 By utilizing an Ethnographic Content Analysis, data was collected from an online group 

forum, PornFree, and then analyzed. Data was collected from 20 individuals’ postings to the 

group. Data collection occurred on two days – March 1, 2018, and March 3, 2018. Each 

participant chosen had abstained from pornography for at least 30 days at the time of data 

collection. All postings to PornFree the participants made during their current abstinence period 

were retroactively collected. After deleting postings that did not fit into the inclusionary criteria, 

the data set resulted in 700 postings. Three broad thematic categories emerged from the data and 

align with those of online self-help groups (Jasper et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2016) and the 

therapeutic factors of group counseling (Jacobs et al., 2009; Yalom, 2005). Those thematic 

categories were titled Imparting Information, Catharsis, and Instillation of Hope. Ten 

subcategories were also discovered during exploration of the thematic categories, revealing 

deeper insights to the culture of the group.  
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Imparting Information had the highest frequency of the thematic categories with 77.6% 

of the entire data set. The thematic category code of Imparting Information was given to postings 

that provided some sort of information, typically in response to an unseen question or prompt, 

although some were original postings that addressed the entire group with information. Four 

subcategories occurred within Imparting Information, with the largest subcategory being Insight 

at 50.5%, then Advice at 24.7%, followed by Support/Encouragement at 19.3% and Resources at 

5.5%.  

The thematic theme of Catharsis was ranked as the second most common thematic 

category with 20.7% of the total postings. The postings that were coded as part of the Catharsis 

thematic category were predominantly centered on updating the group on their progress. Three 

subcategories surfaced from Catharsis, including positive, negative, and neutral/general updates. 

Catharsis: Neutral/General represented the majority of the thematic theme Catharsis at 57.2%, 

then the Positive subcategory at 37.9%, and Negative at only 4.8%.  

Instillation of Hope was the least common thematic category by accounting for only 1.7% 

of the data set and required a specific request made in the posting to be coded as such. The 

subcategories found within Instillation of Hope were Seeking Advice, Seeking 

Support/Encouragement, and Seeking Insight. Instillation of Hope: Seeking Advice was the most 

common in this thematic category at 66.7%, followed by Instillation of Hope: Seeking 

Support/Encouragement at 16.7%, and Instillation of Hope: Seeking Insight at 16.7%. The 

following discussion will examine the findings and implications this study presents for 

counselors and counselor educators. Also, limitations and suggestions for future research will be 

ascertained.  
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Thematic Categories and Therapeutic Factors 

 The three thematic categories were initially named with broad terms to represent the 

purpose of the postings. After analyzing the data, the researcher found that the participants were 

presenting with benefits of using PornFree that are comparable to those found in online self-help 

groups and to those in group counseling (Kim et al., 2017; Yalom, 2005). For example, the 

thematic category of Imparting Information stems from the therapeutic factor in group 

counseling of the same name and refers to the process of providing the group with suggestions, 

advice, or direct guidance (Yalom, 2005). The second thematic category, Catharsis, reflects the 

expression or sharing of feelings that typically occurs in group counseling settings (Jacobs et al., 

2009). Instillation of Hope, the final thematic category, is defined as a desire for feelings of hope 

about one’s concerns in group counseling (Jacobs et al., 2009; Yalom, 2005), and accurately 

represents the postings of members that are seeking ideas that will improve their hopelessness in 

regards to pornography use. 

 Therapeutic factors are listed separately, but are actually quite interdependent (Yalom, 

2005). Beyond the thematic categories from this study that exhibit three of Yalom’s Therapeutic 

Factors of Group Counseling, the data set also illustrates some of the other factors such as 

Universality, Group Cohesiveness, and Altruism (2005). Participants provide unique stories of 

their pornography use in an attempt to feel or give empathy with other group members, thus 

encouraging Universality, or the disconfirmation of isolation (Yalom, 2005). Group 

Cohesiveness is the closeness of members (Jacobs et al., 2009) and is imperative for a group’s 

productivity (Yalom, 2005). This cohesiveness is evident in the current study. Negative 

comments to other members were rarely presented in the current data, which suggests an overall 

feeling of comradery within the group PornFree. Additionally, Altruism is demonstrated by 
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participants discussing the benefits of both giving and receiving support and insight by utilizing 

the forum (Yalom, 2005).  

Common Trends and Topics 

 This study was inductive, which allowed for the researcher to observe trends and topics 

that were repeated considerably in the data set. Throughout all three of the thematic categories 

discovered, a few common conversations occurred that could be of interest to counseling 

professionals. These discovered topics included addiction to pornography, changes that occur 

after abstinence, and relapse prevention techniques.  

Addiction to Pornography 

 Although pornography addiction is not currently a diagnosable disorder (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013), the concern is labeled as such in the common language used in 

PornFree. Many members identify as “pornography addicts” and treat their excessive use of 

pornography similarly to those with other known addictions. The 12-Step process is discussed 

and utilized often within the group, as well as the suggestion to attend Alcoholics Anonymous or 

Sex Addicts Anonymous meetings outside of the PornFree community. Withdrawal and detox 

symptoms are also commonly discussed within the group, potentially suggesting a psychological 

dependence on pornography.  

Changes After Abstinence 

 Members of PornFree often update the group on how they are doing in the abstinence 

process. The postings from this study usually included positive and negative changes they have 

noticed since abstaining. Some mentioned an increase in confidence and interpersonal skills after 

abstaining from pornography. Many saw a decrease in negative symptoms such as depression, 

social anxiety, and the need for pornography. Although countless participants mentioned their 
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relationships and sex lives improving after abstinence, a frequent concern explored was “flat-

lining.” In PornFree, “flat-lining” refers to the drop in sex drive that occurs when abstinence 

from pornography begins. Most often, members of the group reported that the “flat-lining” 

experience lasted somewhere between two and six weeks and that their sex drive returned and 

sometimes even improved after. This may suggest a physical response to pornography and its 

absence. Moreover, several participants that had maintained abstinence past the average “flat-

lining” timeframe reported higher relationship satisfaction, or if they were single, increased 

confidence in speaking with individuals they were sexually attracted to.  

Relapse Prevention 

 Much like other support groups, PornFree members spend a lot of time advising each 

other on how to best remain abstinent. A major topic was avoiding pornography or triggers that 

could lead to the use of pornography. Some tips given were to delete any pornography they had 

kept on their computers, utilize internet filters, and avoid sexual material in entertainment 

choices such as movies and television shows. Beyond avoiding pornography, members also 

provided each other with resources, such as websites, videos, and podcasts that were helpful in 

recovery. They also shared what coping skills they utilized, which included techniques such as 

working out, journaling, meditating, finding new and creative hobbies, and many others.  

Limitations 

 This study offers a limitation by being a single data source that was analyzed by only one 

researcher. Although an external auditor was utilized, it would have strengthened the results if 

more than one researcher coded the data. Also, analyzing more than one online group would 

have reinforced the findings. Another limitation of this study is the lack of interaction with the 

community. By collecting preexisting data, the researcher was unable to prompt participants 
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about a meaning or further explanation of certain pieces of data. Having a conversation with the 

participants could have allowed for more thorough descriptions of their experiences, as well as 

providing the study with additional demographic information. Because of these limitations, 

especially in regards to the lack of demographic information, it is imperative that the results are 

not generalized to all individuals that use pornography. 

Implications for Counseling Professionals 

Currently, counselors report not feeling adequately prepared to address excessive 

pornography use with clients (Walters & Spengler, 2016; Bloom et. al, 2016). Because of this, 

and the anonymity desired for many individuals, those that seek help for their pornography use 

often utilize the online self-help option (Kim et al., 2017). This is apparent by the 52,150 

members of PornFree as of May 4, 2018. The community conversations of PornFree read much 

the same as a group counseling session and present many of Yalom’s Therapeutic Factors 

(2005). The request for advice and opportunities to share personal experiences are similar to an 

Alcoholics Anonymous meeting, although this particular data source is not affiliated with a 

professional organization. There is constant support from the other group members with 

motivation, advice on how to maintain abstinence, when and how to discuss the topic with 

significant others, and exploration of many other topics related to abstaining from pornography. 

This study found countless instances of members’ thankfulness for being a part of PornFree, and 

the desire to help other members is evident by the fact that 77.6% of the data set was in the 

Imparting Information thematic category.  

Although participants in this study report positive changes due to the community, self-

help groups such as PornFree present some restrictions to the treatment process (Jacobs et al., 

2009). With no group therapist or leader, negative dynamics could arise in the group or 
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productivity has the potential to decrease with no set structure (Jacobs et al., 2009). Nevertheless, 

knowing these groups exist may help counselors gain more knowledge on the issue and even use 

communities like PornFree as a supplement to treatment. For example, counselors can develop a 

concurrent individual and “group counseling” plan for clients that present with concerns related 

to pornography use (Yalom, 2005). The online group can be used as a group counseling 

substitute where the client obtains valuable information and support from the group members, 

while also working on the underlying individual concerns with the counselor.  

Because individuals may identify as having a pornography addiction, regardless of a 

professional diagnosis, counselors should be aware of the implications that mindset could have 

on clients and the treatment process. Not all clients that excessively use pornography will be 

aware that it could be a problem, however. Counselors that have clients that present with 

negative symptoms should assess for pornography use, as it has been correlated with multiple 

concerns (Resch & Alderson, 2014; Willoughby et al., 2014; Szymanski et al., 2015). The 

findings from this study support that current research by presenting self-reported positive 

changes that occur once the variable of pornography is removed (Park et al., 2016; Wilson, 

2016). By maintaining knowledge on common trends, counselors can better assess for concerns 

and treat their clients (Walters & Spengler, 2016). Likewise, counselor educators can use the 

results from this study when educating counselors-in-training on pornography use, its negative 

effects, and what experiences are reported when individuals abstain from it. Finally, because the 

online group used for this study supported group counseling’s therapeutic factors (Yalom, 2005), 

counselor educators can also use the results to encourage students to utilize such groups in future 

treatment planning.  
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Future Research 

More research is necessary on pornography addiction as a whole. If it remains non-

diagnosable, counselors need to know if treating the concern like other addictions that are in the 

DSM is appropriate or if other treatments are more effective. Although the current study 

explored the experiences of individuals that chose to abstain from pornography, it did not 

analyze the reasons why those individuals chose to do so. The amount of time participants were 

abstinent at the time of data collection did not appear to affect how often they posted to the group 

forum, so future research should examine other aspects that could play a role in the posting 

amount and nature of those postings. Because of the lack of demographic information 

organically discussed in the data, it could not be studied in relation to the experiences of the 

participants. Furthermore, masturbation was a highly debated topic within the PornFree 

community, posing the question of what changes occur in individuals that choose to abstain from 

it as well as pornography. 

Conclusion 

 An inductive Ethnographic Content Analysis was utilized to examine 700 postings to the 

online self-help group forum, PornFree. All postings from 20 members of the group were 

collected on two dates, March 1, 2018, and March 3, 2018. The aim of this study was to uncover 

the nature of postings to PornFree by individuals that were abstinent from pornography for 30 or 

more days. This study sought to uncover information in an area that is lacking in research so that 

counselors and counselor educators are better informed to competently treat individuals that 

experience negative effects from pornography use.  

 Three thematic categories were revealed in the data set. Those themes support Yalom’s 

Therapeutic Factors in group counseling and were Imparting Information, Catharsis, and 
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Instillation of Hope. The thematic categories indicated a total of 10 subcategories. Within the 

subcategories, trends and common topics were found and explored by using specific postings. 

Numerous conclusions were made by the researcher based on the findings that may be beneficial 

to counselors and counselor educators. Findings from this study underlined the experiences of 

individuals that have chosen to abstain from pornography. Those experiences ranged from 

withdrawal and detox symptoms to positive life changes, and most importantly, a need for 

support or advice on how to maintain abstinence. The majority of postings were found to be of 

the Imparting Information theme, providing the group with their insight, advice, and 

encouragement, much like online self-help groups and in-person group counseling settings 

(Jasper et al., 2014; Jacobs et al., 2009; Kim et al., 2017; Yalom, 2005). Negative postings were 

uncommon, so the overall culture of the community was uplifting and helpful in nature.  
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CHAPTER V: MANUSCRIPT SUBMISSION 

In the United States, pornography use has been linked to negative outcomes, especially as 

it relates to continued use. Available in print, video, and web-based formats, pornography is 

defined as, “printed or visual material containing the explicit description or display of sexual 

organs or activity, intended to stimulate erotic rather than aesthetic or emotional feelings,” 

(“Pornography,” 2017, p. 1). Researchers purport that in our current era, pornography is 

primarily accessed via web-based (i.e., internet services) sources that are free and easily 

accessible to viewers (Sun, Bridges, & Johnson, 2016). With embedded advertisements and 

highly efficient data tracking methods to determine number of visits per hour, the pornography 

industry is valued at over 13 billion dollars (Garlick, 2011). It is estimated that approximately 50 

to 99 percent of men and 30 to 86 percent of women have consumed pornography (Weir, 2014). 

According to Pornhub, one of the most popular free web-based pornography services, 

approximately 80 million videos are watched daily (2017). Notwithstanding its prevalence and 

seemingly wide spread use, it is reported that pornography use can lead to negative consequences 

for individuals physically, emotionally, and relationally (Baer, Kohut, & Fisher, 2015; Kingston, 

Fedoroff, Firestone, Curry, & Bradford, 2008; Szymanski, Feltman, & Dunn, 2015). Negative 

outcomes include, but are not limited to, reports of sexual dysfunction, relationship 

dissatisfaction, gender role conflict, and self-esteem issues (Gola, Lewczuk, & Skorko, 2016; 

Szymanski & Stewart-Richardson, 2014; Willoughby, Carroll, Busby, & Brown, 2016). 

Research indicates that these effects occur in individuals regardless of sexual preference (Rosser 

et al., 2013; Burke, 2016). 

Although pornography is prevalent in the United States, how helping professionals assist 

when these negative experiences are exhibited is less available, including a lack of formalized 
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training and assessment procedures (Walters & Spengler, 2016). There is currently no diagnosis 

for pornography addiction (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), but the rate of pornography 

use and its effects is still on the rise (Harkness, Mullan, & Blaszczynski, 2015). Because of this, 

it is imperative that counselors increase their competency in pornography use (Bloom, Gutierrez, 

Lambie, & Ali, 2016). 

This study examined the responses of individuals who are self-described as using 

pornography more than they want to and have selected abstinence as a method to decrease their 

use. Using an Ethnographic Content Analysis (ECA) research design, this study examined the 

experiences of these individuals as they chose to abstain from pornography use. This chapter will 

discuss the current research regarding negative effects of pornography use, implications for the 

counseling field, and the purpose and significance of the current study. 

Pornography and Sex Addiction 

 Oftentimes the terms “sex addiction” and “pornography use/pornography addiction” are 

seen together. However, the literature is torn on whether these terms should exist. Some studies 

produce results proposing that true addiction does occur occasionally with these behaviors 

(Kraus, Voon, & Potenza, 2016). Conversely, recent research suggests that not only is there a 

lack in quality scientific evidence to support the use of “addiction” with behaviors such as 

pornography use and sexual activity, but because of sociocultural biases in interpreting sexual 

behavior, an addiction model is not appropriate (Williams, 2017). It has also been found that sex 

addiction and pornography use are not correlated (Bae, Min, & Chung, 2018). With the absence 

of consistency in the literature and no disorder currently in the DSM V (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013), the term “pornography addiction” will not be used. And for the purposes of 

this study, pornography use will be separated from other sexual behaviors. 
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Potential Implications of Pornography Use 

Physical and Neurological Implications 

        A review of clinical reports was published in Behavioral Sciences in 2016 and suggests 

that pornography use has been found to be a factor in erectile dysfunction and hypoactive sexual 

interest in opposite-sex partnered sexual interactions (Park et al.). Almost 60% of those that 

sought help on a medical forum for Erectile Dysfunction (ED) reported to be under the age of 25. 

In the study, the researchers completed three clinical case reports. All three participants were 

men 40-years-old or younger and were seeking medical help for ED. Each participant disclosed 

to a high use of pornography before the ED became apparent, resulting in desensitization and 

more graphic pornography needed to achieve orgasm. The authors stated that each participant 

was deemed physically and mentally healthy otherwise. Because traditional factors that once 

explained these types of sexual difficulties are insufficient for the extreme increase of issues, the 

authors suggest that pornography is the cause (Park et al., 2016). They reported that two of the 

three participants gave up pornography use and disclosed to the doctor a few weeks after the 

initial appointment that the ED had subsided greatly (Park et al., 2016).  

An experiment conducted in 2013 investigated the influence pornographic images had on 

the working memory of 28 heterosexual men, with the mean age of 26 years (Laier, Schulte, & 

Brand, 2013). Working memory is responsible for executive functioning tasks such as problem 

solving, reasoning, development of speech, decision making, and more (D’Esposito, 2007). They 

compared the working memory performance after viewing pornographic images with the 

working memory performance after viewing neutral, negative, and positive pictures. The results 

presented that working memory was significantly worse after the participants viewed 

pornography than it was when they viewed the neutral or positive stimuli (Laier et al., 2013). 
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Another negative neurological connotation of higher frequency of pornography use was 

found in brain scans. The scans were conducted to measure the gray matter volume in 64 healthy 

men that reported using pornography (Kuhn & Gallinat, 2014). The magnetic resonance imaging 

(MRI) measurements were compared to answers from a questionnaire regarding the average 

amount of hours participants spent viewing pornography per week. Results of the MRIs showed 

a negative correlation between hours of pornography consumption per week and gray matter 

volume. There were also negative correlations between pornography consumption per week and 

blood oxygenation level-dependent signals during sexual cue-reactivity paradigm and functional-

connectivity map of the right striatum in the left dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (Kuhn & Gallinat, 

2014). Kuhn and Gallinat (2014) suggest that the change in neural plasticity could be due to “an 

intense stimulation” of the reward center of the brain. These results indicate that as more hours 

are spent using pornography, participants have less gray matter and neural plasticity, both of 

which negatively affect one’s perception, self-control, decision-making, emotions, and memory 

(Weinstein, Livny, & Weizman, 2017; Kuhn & Gallinat, 2014). 

Behavioral Implications 

        Beyond physical and neurological issues that may arise from frequent pornography use, 

many studies have found relationships between pornography use and interpersonal behaviors. 

For example, a study from 2015 reviewed 17 articles that discussed sexually risky behaviors and 

discovered that each one found an association with pornography use (Harkness, Mullan, & 

Blaszcynski, 2015). Risky behaviors included in the findings were unsafe sex practices, lack of 

condom use, higher number of sexual partners, and more casual sex behaviors (Harkness et al., 

2015). Other studies report a correlation between frequency of pornography use and sexual 

aggression. Findings from a study that examined the contribution pornography consumption has 
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on recidivism in child molestation found that frequency of pornography use was a predictor for 

re-offending (Kingston et al., 2008). Another study determined that men that were identified to 

be in the moderate-severe aggressive group reported higher levels of pornography use, as well as 

the likelihood to behave in such ways in sexual interactions (D’Abreu & Krahe, 2013). 

        Sexism, gender-role conflict, and aggression toward women are specific themes in 

research about the effects of pornography use. This is likely due to the nature of most 

pornographic material, as videos featuring rape and misogynistic scripts are common. Baer, 

Kohut, and Fisher (2015) found that men who used less pornography were significantly less 

likely to use coercive acts in sexual situations. They learned that men that rated higher in the 

consumption of violent sexual media, not general/consensual pornography, were more likely to 

participate in sexually coercive acts (Baer et al., 2015). Ade (2016) discovered a strong 

correlation between past frequent pornography use and specific mindsets that support violence 

toward women. Similarly, interviews with women that experienced domestic violence reported 

that they believe pornography played a large role in the abuse they endured from their male 

partners (DeKeseredy & Hall-Sanchez, 2017). Additional research suggests a relationship 

between pornography use and substance use (Beaver & Paul, 2011). 

Psychological Implications 

Recently, the research on pornography use has begun to shift its focus from physical and 

behavioral relationship outcomes of pornography use to psychological outcomes such as 

depression, lack of concentration, self-worth, and more. An association with higher use and 

avoidant/anxious attachment styles, poorer relationship quality, and less sexual satisfaction has 

been found (Szymanski & Stewart-Richardson, 2014). Specifically, Fall and Howard (2015) 

determined in an in-depth case study that the participant’s multiple inter- and intra-personal 
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symptoms were caused by his problematic pornography use. Another study focused on 

pornography use and its relationship to participants’ psychosocial functioning, which included 

anxiety, depression, life satisfaction, and relationship satisfaction (Harper & Hodgins, 2016). In 

this research by Harper & Hodgins (2016), they established that once pornography use hits the 

frequency of daily, the association with poorer psychosocial functioning is significant. In a 

similar study, participants that had higher frequency of pornography views scored higher on all 

measures of narcissism as compared to those that reported not currently using pornography. 

Expanding on these findings, research has indicated that there is a significant positive correlation 

with frequency of pornography use and ratings on the Index of Narcissism scale and the 

Narcissistic Personality Inventory (Kasper, Short, & Milam, 2015). Compulsivity and 

obsessionality have also been linked to pornography use (Egan & Parmar, 2013). The 

independent variables addressed in one study were sexual preoccupation, excessive internet use, 

personality, and obsessionality; the dependent variable was internet pornography use. The 

researchers used multiple online scales/inventories to assess the variables and found that the 

higher frequency of pornography use produced higher scores on the compulsivity and 

neuroticism scales and lower scores on the agreeableness and conscientiousness scales (Egan & 

Parmar, 2013). 

Sexual performance anxiety, self-worth, and self-esteem are other common constructs 

among the current literature regarding pornography use. The ease of obtaining pornography has 

been identified as a factor in increasing heterosexual men’s anxiety regarding their sexual 

performance (Cook, 2005). Beyond performance, body dissatisfaction has also been reported to 

be connected to more pornography use, particularly regarding men’s penis-size (Cranney, 2015). 

Another study discovered that frequency of pornography use was negatively correlated to self-
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worth and positively correlated to depression symptoms in emerging adult women (Willoughby, 

Carroll, Nelson, & Pedilla-Walker, 2014). 

Furthermore, studies have investigated the relationship between the frequency of 

pornography use and participants’ partnered sexual experiences (Sun et al., 2016). When sexual 

preferences and concerns are addressed, positive correlations are found between frequency of 

pornography use and increasingly relying on pornographic images or thoughts in order to 

achieve orgasm in partnered sex (Sun et al., 2016). Also, as men’s frequency of pornography use 

increases, they are more likely to require and request specific pornography acts of their partner in 

order to stay aroused (Baer et al., 2015; Sun et al., 2016; D’abreu & Krahe, 2014). These 

psychological concerns not only affect the pornography user, but also the partners of the users 

and the satisfaction within the relationship. 

Relationship Satisfaction 

        As mentioned in some of the previously explored literature, the consumption of 

pornography is associated with lower levels of enjoyment in sexual activities with a partner (Sun 

et al., 2016). A quote from a case study of a man that believed his depression was caused by his 

frequent use of pornography states, “What I know is I can no longer be with a real person, not 

without pulling something out of the archive of images,” (Murray, 2017). Not only does it 

potentially affect the sexual relationship, but pornography use has also been found to be linked to 

relationship dissatisfaction (Szymanski et al., 2015). For example, a study on women’s 

perceptions of their male partner’s pornography use showed many associations with the 

independent variables that were assessed (Szymanski et al., 2015). They found that women that 

believed that their partner was using pornography “every day or almost every day” rated lower in 

relationship trust, relationship investment, and relationship satisfaction. Furthermore, these 
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results occurred even when the women reported a positive attitude toward pornography 

(Szymanski et al., 2015). Another study evaluated 373 male participants’ pornography use in 

relation to gender-role conflict, attachment styles, relationship quality, and sexual satisfaction 

(Szymanski & Stewart-Richardson, 2014). The results found that the men’s frequency of 

pornography use was positively correlated to gender-role conflict, as well as avoidant and 

anxious attachment styles. Also, the results showed that pornography use was negatively 

associated with the quality of the individuals’ relationship and sexual satisfaction in partnered 

sexual encounters (Szymanski & Stewart-Richardson, 2014). 

Resch and Alderson (2014) examined whether mutual use of pornography may improve 

and relationship satisfaction of the female partners of male pornography users. The participants 

that scored higher on levels of relationship satisfaction and lower on psychological distress 

reported higher scores on how honest their partner is about his pornography use. Those that 

believe their partner is deceitful about his pornography use scored lower on relationship 

satisfaction and higher on psychological distress (Resch & Alderson, 2014). Secondly, the 

researchers found that mutual use of pornography between partners was not related to 

relationship satisfaction (Resch & Alderson, 2014). A study published in 2016 revealed in its 

results that the greater the discrepancy of pornography use between partners, the lower reported 

feelings of “couple well-being” (Willoughby et al., 2016). These research studies highlight the 

impact pornography use may have on relationships, regardless of use by both partners. 

Limitations of Current Literature 

Of the research cited in this dissertation, no studies specified if the pornography being 

viewed matched the viewer’s sexual preferences or history, nor did they explore the nature of the 

pornography that was viewed by the participants. Also, most of the current research is 
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quantitative due to the nature of the topic and ease of obtaining participants. Surveys, especially 

internet-based surveys, are popular for the anonymity and likelihood of reaching a larger sample. 

Very few research studies that exist in the current literature ask the participants if they think their 

pornography use has negatively affected them, nor do they evaluate the experiences that occur 

when pornography use is removed. 

As past research has stated, it is unknown if the negative effects found associated with 

pornography use were precursors to pornography use or if the pornography use caused the 

effects. Collectively, research has been unable to prove a clear cause and effect between 

pornography use and the negative effects explored in the literature. Because causality is difficult 

to prove, the next step is for participants to remove the variable of pornography use to better 

understand its effects (Park et al., 2016). Correlational studies have offered interesting results, 

but are unable to establish which factor causes another, so future research should focus on 

eliminating pornography use (Wilson, 2016). 

Counseling Implications 

        Due to the ever-growing pornography industry and accessibly of it, counselors are more 

likely to see clients with concerns that could be related to pornography use (Murray, 2017). 

Professionals believe that adolescents are getting mixed messages from pornography, 

particularly that public health goals and sex education tends to contradict messages sent by 

pornography, which typically support gender-roles and unrealistic situations (Mattebo, Larsson, 

Tyden, & Haggstrom-Nordin, 2014). The participants also reported that they think children and 

adolescents are using pornography for stimulation and sex education (Mattebo et al., 2014). 

Studies suggest that adolescents do think there are negative effects caused by pornography use, 
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but they have not been educated on what those effects are and how to avoid them (Baker, 2016; 

Spišák, 2016). 

This lack of education and discussion of pornography exists not only in the school 

systems, but also in mental health fields. There are many problematic pornography users that do 

seek professional help for the issue (Kraus, Martino, & Potenza, 2016), but often times they end 

up empty-handed and pursue self-help groups instead (Cavaglion, 2008). This may be best 

illustrated by a case study by Murray (2017) which discusses a client that came to counseling for 

depression and then disclosed he believed it was caused by his problematic pornography use. 

The counselor divulged to feeling very uncertain about treating the client, as the topic was 

difficult for her because she did not have a background of knowledge on which to base her 

stance. 

Similarly, Walters and Spengler (2016) found that counselors’ discomfort regarding 

pornography stems from having no education on the matter or how to process discomfort talking 

to clients about sensitive or sexual concerns. Additionally, services provided to clients when 

clinical judgment is not at its peak, such as in circumstances pertaining to pornography use and 

counselor discomfort, services rendered could be ineffective or potentially unethical. An in-depth 

study was conducted on therapists’ effectiveness in working with clients with sex addiction or 

internet pornography use (Short, Wetterneck, Bistricky, Shutter, & Chase, 2016). The 

researchers surveyed 183 mental health practitioners (MHPs), of which approximately 85% were 

licensed. The survey questions focused on the practitioners’ experiences, beliefs, and 

observations in working with individuals with issues related to sex or pornography. The data 

yielded results stating that a significant portion of the MHPs indicated they do not feel competent 

to treat such concerns, even though most have had experiences with clients that present with 
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pornography use or sex addiction. Also, to reiterate the literature that associates negative effects 

with pornography use, the researchers found that of those MHPs that had experiences in treating 

it, 88% believed there was comorbidity. When asked what disorders were most often observed in 

the comorbidity, the most common were mood disorders, anxiety disorders, impulse-control 

issues, and substance abuse (Short et al., 2016).  

Counselors may have the difficult task of managing their own discomfort when working 

with a client who is disclosing pornography use while trying to maintain fidelity to the treatment 

(Walters & Spengler, 2016). Unexpectedly, one study discovered that counselors that identified 

as experts on the topic of pornography use reported discomfort or bias regarding the topic, 

especially in those that were religious (Hinman, 2013). Alternatively, Bloom et al. (2016) 

surveyed marriage and family therapists (MFTs) and mental health counselors (MHCs) in the 

state of Florida and assessed their attitudes toward treating pornography use in clients. Only 

17.2% reported feeling insecure in treating said issues, and 19% stated they felt neutral about 

their readiness (Bloom et al., 2016). It should be noted, however, that Florida is one of the few 

states to require a human sexuality course for counselors-in-training (American Counseling 

Association, 2010), thus suggesting their preparedness may be higher than those for which no 

such requirement exists. Researchers concluded that the confidence, which comes from efficient 

training or preparedness, to treat sexuality likely leads to comfort in working with those clients 

(Bloom et al., 2016) and the more comfortable a counselor is, the more likely they are to initially 

assess for pornography use and effectively treat it.  

The literature suggests that most counselors are not prepared to assess for or treat 

problematic pornography use. The Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related 

Programs (CACREP) does not require that the topic of pornography use be included in the 
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counseling curriculum, unless the counselor is seeking an entry-level specialty in marriage, 

couple, and family counseling (2016). And in that case, it is suggested that “human sexuality” is 

discussed in course work, not specifically pornography use (CACREP, 2016). The DSM-V 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013) also does not include a diagnosis for pornography 

abuse or addiction, so the discussion of it likely does not occur naturally in mandatory diagnoses 

courses. Although it was proposed to add a new diagnosis of hypersexual disorder to the DSM-

V, which included a pornography subtype, reviewers ultimately decided there was not enough 

evidence to do so (Weir, 2014). Because of Code C.2.a in the American Counseling 

Association’s Code of Ethics (2014), which states that counselors should only practice within 

their education and training, some counselors may get the impression they should refer clients 

that present with pornography concerns. However, the prevalence and demand for treatment is 

showing no signs of slowing down, thus the need for education and training regarding 

pornography use and its negative effects and comorbidity with other disorders is necessary. 

Few studies have investigated the treatment options and/or treatment effectiveness for 

pornography use (Kraus, Meshberg-Cohen, Martino, Quinones, & Potenza, 2015). Those that 

have focused research on either deviant pornography use, such as child pornography use, or the 

use of medication for compulsive behaviors that include pornography use (Seto & Ahmed, 2014; 

Kraus et al., 2015). With little research on best practices for treating pornography use in the 

mental health field, counselors agree that more training and additions to the CACREP Standards 

are necessary (Hinman, 2013). 

Pornography Abstinence 

As discussed, individuals may feel shame for their concerns related to pornography use 

(Gola et al., 2016) or treatment options may seem limited (Kraus et al., 2016). Instead of seeking 
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counseling, individuals may decide to practice self-treatment. One method of self-treatment for 

excessive pornography use is abstinence. However, self-led abstinence can be difficult and the 

literature on the matter is deficient. There are a number of means to find assistance, however, 

such as support groups and forums like Reddit.com’s subreddit, PornFree. Reddit is a public 

online forum that covers hundreds of subjects and posters remain anonymous. Subreddits are 

threads on Reddit that cover specific subjects, like the PornFree subreddit which focuses solely 

on the individual experiences of members that are abstaining from pornography. There are also 

other online support groups for those that want to abstain from pornography, some of which are 

paid services. Self-help groups such as the one discussed in this study help individuals remain 

accountable in their efforts, gives participants the opportunity to anonymously process their 

experiences (Kim, Faw, & Michaelides, 2017), and they have been found to be just as effective 

as in-person group counseling (Jasper, Weise, Andersson, Hiller, & Kleinstauber, 2014). 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of those that abstain from 

pornography use, a piece that is lacking from the current literature (Park et al., 2016; Wilson, 

2016; Kuhn & Gallinat, 2014). The study analyzed postings by individuals that have decided to 

abstain from pornography on an anonymous online forum. The forum is a sub-thread (referred to 

on the site as a subreddit) on Reddit.com, titled PornFree. The group exists for the purpose of 

discussing problematic pornography use and the struggles and experiences associated with 

abstinence. Prudent data was captured by understanding the concerns, questions, and experiences 

of these individuals. With inductive inquiry, the researcher provided a sufficient cognizance of 

the culture of pornography abstinence, thus leading to a deeper holistic understanding of how 

counselors can adequately prepare for and treat individuals with this growing concern. 
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Significance of Study 

This study aimed to help counselors better understand the negative effects and the 

reported experiences that occur when pornography abstinence takes place. Because there are so 

many potential correlations between symptoms and pornography use, counselors need to know 

when and how to assess for the concern. Counselors should utilize new information and seek 

continued education to remain ethical and be more effective (ACA, 2014). With the high 

prevalence of the discussed issues that continue to be associated with pornography use, 

counselors that are aware of such associations will be more likely to notice potential concerns 

than those that are not. 

By conducting an Ethnographic Content Analysis (ECA) on the unprompted, candid 

postings shared among individuals that have chosen to abstain from pornography, the data 

covered a plethora of topics. This type of qualitative research study presented the opportunity to 

better recognize experiences that could inform counselors of what and when to assess for 

excessive pornography use in their clients. The results from this study contribute to a growing 

body of literature on the topic of pornography use and its effects for which counselors should be 

aware.  

Research Question 

Based on recommendations in previous literature and the initial fieldwork of immersion 

on the forum that will be studied, the research question which guided this study is as follows: 

RQ1: What is the nature of the content posted by individuals to an online group forum for 

those that have chosen to abstain from pornography use? 
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Conclusion 

As technology becomes more accessible for adults and children alike, the prevalence of 

pornography use is not expected to decrease (Price, Patterson, Regnerus, & Walley, 2016). Many 

studies show links between excessive pornography use and negative physical/neurological, 

behavioral, and psychological effects, but there is more research to be done, particularly so that 

helping professionals can better understand the problem (Short, Smith, Wetterneck, & Wells, 

2012). Counselors can use the findings from this study, as well as those previously discussed, to 

gain knowledge on pornography use and its many implications for their clients’ well-being. This 

study aimed to open up the discussion about a formerly taboo subject so that those in need of 

assistance can not only seek help, but find professionals that are educated, prepared, and ready to 

treat them. This literature review highlights the research that has been completed thus far and 

discussed why the topic is relevant to the counseling field.  

Methodology 

Although negative effects of pornography use have been discussed in the literature, the 

experiences of individuals that abstain from pornography is limited (Park et al., 2016; Wilson, 

2016). The purpose of this study was to examine through qualitative inquiry, the experiences of 

individuals who self-reportedly abstain from pornography use. Data collected from this study can 

help to inform counseling professionals on identifying and addressing pornography use with 

clients. This chapter describes the use of a qualitative method of investigation, Ethnographic 

Content Analysis, of postings to an online support group forum. The researcher explored the 

themes of participants’ postings within the group PornFree, an anonymous online support group 

forum. This chapter discusses the method of Ethnographic Content Analysis, participants, data 

collection and analysis, and procedures to assure trustworthiness.  
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Ethnographic Content Analysis 

 This study aimed to investigate the experiences of individuals that self-reportedly abstain 

from pornography. The goal is to go beyond existing frameworks, so a qualitative method and its 

corresponding data was an appropriate choice (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This study intended to 

explore culture via an online forum and a significant analysis is desired, thus a qualitative 

approach was most appropriate. 

Ethnographic Content Analyses are not rigid, but instead allow for a research design that 

is focused on exploration (Altheide, 1996). The researcher selected an Ethnographic Content 

Analysis (ECA) because it is both inductive and reflexive and highlights themes discovered 

within the data (Altheide, 1987). Investigating meanings, contexts, patterns, and processes is 

included in conducting an ECA, and an immersion within the culture being researched by the 

researcher is required (Altheide, 1996). In order to become immersed and more familiar with the 

group for which is the subject of this study, the researcher had access to the forum, PornFree, for 

three months prior to collecting data. 

 In utilizing ECA, the researcher used a combination of inductive searches with recursive 

constant comparison, which allowed for identification of specific constructs of interest (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). By employing this method, the researcher was required to compare the new data 

and results to previous literature and identify similarities and differences (Glaser & Stauss, 

1967). Originally, ECA was developed for use of researching media, but has also been utilized 

with other mediums like radio broadcasts, magazines, newspapers, and advertisements (Altheide, 

1996). More recently, however, ECA has been employed with online group postings (Porter & 

Ispa, 2013). This is likely due to the natural change of human behavior because of the growth of 

technology, therefore offering opportunities for ethnographies to include cultures and social 
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worlds that are internet-based (Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, & Taylor, 2012; Kozinets, 2015). As 

discussed briefly above, the researcher followed Altheide’s (1987) steps for conducting an ECA, 

but with considerations made by Boellstorff et al. (2012) and Kozinets (2015) to address the 

modern shift of researching an online culture. Further description of these steps are explored in 

the following sections. 

Participants 

 The participants in this study were self-reported individuals who have chosen to abstain 

from pornography. These participants were all posters and members of the subreddit thread on 

Reddit.com, titled PornFree. To become a member, individuals simply have to subscribe to the 

subreddit, which entails clicking on a subscribe button. Once subscribed, the direct link to the 

subreddit appears at the top of the home-screen for easy access to the forum. As of January 7, 

2018, the group had 42,984 members. Beside each member’s username is a number that 

represents how many days they have abstained from pornography at that point in time. A 

discussion of the participant demographics is below. 

Because the website is publically accessible and postings are anonymous (members use a 

screen name only to post), demographics were only collected as they were organically mentioned 

in postings. Of the 20 participants, only five participants blatantly mentioned demographic 

information. All five declared their age, but one of those also stated his sexual orientation. 

Although all the participants allude to their gender as male, it is only stated verbatim by the 

participant that discussed his sexual orientation. Table 1, shown below, provides the 

demographic information given by those five participants based on the amount of days abstinent 

they were at the time of data collection. 
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Table 1: Demographics 

Days Abstinent Age Sexual Orientation 
39 26 - 
60 20 - 
82 42 - 
142 27 - 
263 26 Straight (male) 

 

Data Collection 

 To collect the data used in this study, the researcher followed recommended steps for 

piloting an ECA (Altheide, 1987; Boellstorff et al., 2012; Kozinets, 2015). First, the researcher 

became familiar with the data source by immersion for at least three months before data was 

collected, as suggested by Altheide (1996). The process of selecting an appropriate site, 

participants, and postings is described below. Inclusionary and exclusionary criteria for data and 

ethical considerations are also discussed. 

Selection of Website and Postings 

 Online site. Kozinets (2015) suggests that the site chosen for an ECA should be relevant, 

active, interactive, substantial, heterogeneous, and data-rich. The online group forum, PornFree, 

was chosen as the data source for this study due to the specific focus of its subject matter and 

because it fits all of the guidelines discussed above. There are many online groups for excessive 

pornography users, but this group was chosen as its processing is informal, consequently 

allowing for more natural and spontaneous dialogues. The group states that its purpose is to 

provide a place to help people overcome addiction to porn (PornFree, 2017). This group also 

offers a large amount of potential participants since there were 42,984 members as of January 7, 

2018.  
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 Postings. Postings were retroactively collected on March 1, 2018, and March 3, 2018, 

until saturation was reached. This provided rich archival data, a pillar of qualitative research 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Because initial analyzing occurred throughout the collection 

process, saturation was met when no new themes arose from the postings and there was enough 

information to accurately answer the research question (Bowen, 2008). Literature suggests that 

the depth of data is more important than the numbers, so the researcher took this into 

consideration when collecting data (Burmeister & Aitken, 2012). The researcher then analyzed 

all of the postings that fit into the inclusionary criteria. Initial posts and responses in threads that 

pertain to the research question was also included in the data. 

Inclusionary and Exclusionary Criteria 

 The first inclusionary criteria that was used to collect data is that the data must be a 

posting to the PornFree forum on Reddit.com. The postings included pictures, emoticons, 

emojis, videos, gifs, and other forms of multimedia. However, only the text in the postings were 

analyzed. To be a member of the group, members must identify as an individual that is 

abstaining from pornography use, so it is the researcher’s assumption that all members qualified 

as valid participants. Postings did not need to explicitly state that to meet this inclusionary 

criterion.  

 Beside each member’s screen name is a counter that displays how many days they have 

successfully abstained from pornography. Only postings by members that have abstained from 

pornography for 30 or more days were included in this data. This is an arbitrary number of days 

due to the lack of literature about how long pornography abstinence should occur before self-

reported effects are relevant. The researcher chose 30 days to better identify the experiences of 

abstinence’s effects. Furthermore, a comparison of the nature of the postings was made between 
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participants that had remained abstinent for short amounts of time and those that were abstinent 

for longer amounts of time. During this data collection stage, the researcher logged into 

PornFree and chose the most recent posts made by a participant that had been abstinent for 30 or 

more days. To easily view all postings made by a specific member of the group, the researcher 

clicked the individual’s screen name and all postings made by them appeared. This data included 

each participant’s original postings and responses stemming from original postings. Although 

this process included postings made throughout Reddit.com, the only postings that were included 

as data were those that were posted to the subreddit, PornFree. Half of the data was collected on 

March, 1, 2018. The researcher collected all of the inclusionary data for 10 participants and 

returned to the site two days later on March, 3, 2018 to collect all of the inclusionary data for 10 

more participants. Saturation was reached early in the data collection process, but the researcher 

chose to gather data from 20 participants to better represent PornFree’s population. The raw data 

was copied and pasted into an Excel file titled Code Index. No screennames were included in the 

Excel file, ensuring confidentiality of the data set. 

 Some data was eliminated from that which was analyzed. Exclusionary criteria include: 

1) the poster identifies themselves as a friend/family member/significant other of an individual 

abstaining from pornography, 2) the writer of the post discloses to being under the age of 19, and 

3) the post does not clearly relate to abstinence of pornography or the comment refers to 

something off-subject.  

Ethical Considerations 

Because internet-based ethnographies are becoming more commonly conducted, new 

ethical dilemmas may arise (Boellstorff et al., 2012). The researcher took many precautions to 

ensure an ethical study. Since this study is observational in nature and only pre-existing data was 



	

	
	

93 

collected, an informed consent was not necessary. To be certain that no risk was involved in the 

collection of the data, the researcher sought approval from the Auburn University Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). There was no intervention or interaction with the human subjects during 

the data collection process, nor did the researcher have access to any identifying information of 

the participants, so the researcher expected the IRB to find the current study to be ‘exempt’ from 

review. The form to request the IRB’s determination of Human Subject Research asked a series 

of questions about the nature of this study, none of which applied, so IRB stated that completing 

the form was not necessary to conduct this study. A screen shot of the questions prompted on the 

determination form is in the Appendices.  

To maintain an ethically sound study, the researcher ensured that all participants 

remained anonymous. On the PornFree group forum, members use a self-created screenname 

that does not provide identifying information. The researcher kept screennames separate from the 

data to protect the posters from being identified. Also, if any identifying information was 

included in a posting, the researcher deleted it and replaced it with a noun descriptor in the file 

that contains the data. 

The researcher also aimed to refrain from any deception, as suggested by Kozinets 

(2015). PornFree is publically searchable, which means anyone can search for the forum if they 

have internet access, but permission from the forum moderator was obtained by the researcher to 

further ensure ethical practice. The researcher was transparent with the moderator, explaining an 

informal description of the study, how data will be collected, and how confidentiality will be 

maintained. The moderator approved use of data from the forum PornFree and requested results 

from the study once it is complete. Screenshots of this conversation is provided in the 

Appendices. Also, if the researcher identified a posting as suggesting suicidal or homicidal 
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ideation or intent, she planned to report the username to the moderator. However, no such 

posting was discovered. 

Data Analysis 

 The researcher copied all postings of the individuals that fit into the inclusionary criteria, 

and pasted them verbatim into an Excel document. Screenshots were not used to avoid 

screennames or any identifying information being included with the data. If the posting included 

any multimedia items, they were described within brackets on the document with the pasted text 

posting. The postings, as well the number of days the participant had been abstinent by the time 

of each posting, were collected, stored, and coded in a password protected Excel file that became 

the researcher’s Code Index. The Code Index holds all raw postings. The Code Index was then 

printed out, as the researcher preferred to code on a hard copy of the data. A three-ringed-binder 

holds the printed data set and first cycle of codes derived from an emergent coding process. It 

also housed the second cycle codes once they were completed (Yin, 2016). Ultimately, the hard 

copy of the Code Index included highlighting that represented the thematic category that each 

post belonged to and handwritten codes beside the data that represented its corresponding 

subcategories. The printed Code Index also contained data that was initially included in the data 

set, but was later deemed as exclusionary during the coding process. Those data that were 

excluded were blacked out. In the following section, the procedures for attaining the thematic 

categories, subcategories, and supporting codes are discussed in detail. 

Coding Process 

 Emergent and inductive coding was utilized for this research study. Yin (2016) suggests 

that there should be five phases of analyzing. The first stages are to compile the data, 
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disassemble the data, then reassemble it (Yin, 2016). The fourth and fifth phases are to interpret 

the data and conclude (Yin, 2016, pg. 186).  

 Compiling. Compiling begins in the data collection phase and consists of refining notes 

and organizing the data, but not necessarily putting anything in a permanent order (Yin, 2016). 

This phase was conducted during the creation of the Code Index and after all data was collected 

to establish a completed document.  

 Disassembling. After compilation, the data needs to broken down into smaller pieces that 

will be used in the subsequent reassembling phase (Yin, 2016). The researcher used two forms of 

open coding to completely disassemble the data, which included descriptive and in-vivo. Saldana 

(2016) suggests that open coding such as this is an appropriate first step in analyzing 

ethnographies with a wide range of data. Descriptive codes are typically nouns or short phrases 

appointed to a general topic and In-vivo codes are direct words or phrases from the data, which 

can become codes themselves (Saldana, 2016). The process of disassembling was done so in the 

audit trail and was repeated multiple times in order to refine the labels or codes (Yin, 2016).  

 Reassembling. Reassembling is the act of reorganizing the pieces from the disassembling 

process into new, more meaningful groups and sequences (Yin, 2016). The researcher resumed 

coding with descriptive codes, as well as pattern codes and sub-coding, as described by Saldana 

(2016). To ascertain the emerging thematic categories, the researcher focused on pattern coding, 

which identifies similarly coded data and assists in discovering the major themes (Saldana, 

2016). Sub-coding was then used to produce subcategories in each major theme discovered.  

 A constant comparison, which entails comparing pieces of data with the same code to 

determine whether they are analogous or unalike, was necessary to avoid discrepancies in the 
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data (Saldana, 2016). To obtain comprehensive results, the researcher used recursive coding by 

repeating the coding process and by utilizing the procedure of constant comparison. 

 Interpreting and concluding. A new narrative is to be created after the data is 

reassembled (Yin, 2016, pg. 187). In qualitative research, particularly in enthnographies 

(Saldana, 2016), interpreting the reassembled and coded data may lead to the researcher 

compiling the data in a fresh way. Interpretation and concluded findings will be discussed in 

Chapter 3. 

Code Book 

 In order to ensure reliable coding, the researcher developed a code book to compile the 

subcategories found during the reassembling process. They were listed in tabular form (Yin, 

2016, pg. 187) by hand in a notebook designated for coding and auditing. The tabs included the 

thematic categories and subsequent subcategories. Supporting codes were found after coding and 

noted in the audit trail. This process helped confirm that the coded data was consistently 

categorized (Saldana, 2016) and was provided to an outside auditor to give them information 

they needed when auditing the Code Index. Scanned copies of the Code Book and Code Index are 

presented in the Appendices. 

Trustworthiness 

 Qualitative research requires rigorous criteria to ensure reliability and validity. 

Trustworthiness in a researcher’s investigations has been identified by many to be the key aspect 

of providing such rigor (Schwandt, 2007). To deliver trustworthiness, the researcher must follow 

four criteria, which includes the following: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability (Schwandt, 2007). The researcher provided assurances that her reconstruction of 

the data is parallel to the participants’ views of said data to follow the credibility criteria. An 
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external auditor will be utilized to establish credibility. To address transferability, the researcher 

methodically discussed the findings and in what cases the results can be transferred to other 

cases and in what instances they cannot. Dependability focuses on the process of ensuring that all 

methods used in the study were logical and appropriately documented (Schwandt, 2007). 

Confirmability criteria promotes truthful interpretations of the data and proof that the findings 

were not of the researcher’s imagination (Schwandt, 2007). In order to establish both 

dependability and confirmability, the researcher for this study completed a meticulous audit trail. 

The audit trail offers detailed explanations of the research process. The researcher retained the 

external auditor to review the audit trail, Code Book, and Code Index. The use of an external 

auditor provides the study with confirmation of codes, themes, and findings (Schwandt, 2007). 

 The external auditor was chosen because of her background in professional writing and 

research. She has professional training in qualitative inquiry and application, appropriate coding 

methods, and grant reading. She has also participated in multiple national, regional, and state 

presentations, many of which utilized qualitative inquiry. Beyond her professional experience, 

she was also intently interested in the topic of pornography and its potentially damaging effects 

to excessive users, so she had a clear understanding of the language and trends within the online 

community, PornFree. Based on her knowledge and experiences, the researcher was confident in 

her ability to accurately audit the Code Book, Code Index, and audit trail for this study. 

The Researcher 

 One individual conducted this study. The researcher is a 30-year-old cisgender female. 

She does not belong to the community for which this study is based and has presented on topics 

related to this study at state and regional conferences. She has also provided individual 

counseling services to clients that report excessive pornography use and concerns related to 
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pornography. She has obtained professional and advanced training in the theory and application 

of qualitative research. 

Conclusion 

 This chapter stipulates descriptions of the research methodology used to explore 

individuals’ self-reported experiences that occur during pornography abstinence from the online 

group forum, PornFree. An Ethnographic Content Analysis was used to collect and analyze data. 

Postings made by individuals that have abstained for 30 days or more by the time of the data 

collection were collected retroactively on two dates, March 1, 2018, and March 3, 2018, then the 

data was analyzed. The coding process followed the suggestions of Yin (2016, pg. 186), which 

include compiling, disassembling, reassembling, interpreting, and concluding. Data comprised of 

text postings from the online forum of individuals that have chosen to abstain from pornography 

use. Lastly, methods to establish trustworthiness and an ethical approach in this qualitative 

research study were discussed. 

Findings 

This chapter presents a summary of the results from the analysis of the online 

community, PornFree. PornFree is a sub thread of the website Reddit.com and its purpose is for 

members to discuss their experiences abstaining from pornography. The nature of the thread is 

much like a self-help group, with members sharing their experiences and asking each other for 

opinions and advice (Kim et al., 2017). The researcher also discovered PornFree presents some 

of the primary therapeutic factors of group counseling (Yalom, 2005). For this research study, 

700 postings made by 20 individuals on PornFree were collected and analyzed. On March 1st, 

2018, and March 3rd, 2018, the researcher selected participants that had abstained from 

pornography for 30 days or more and collected all of their postings to PornFree that were made 
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during the time of abstinence. The data was analyzed by utilizing an Ethnographic Content 

Analysis and the purpose of this examination was to gather information on the nature of the 

postings of individuals that chose to abstain from pornography with the goal to better inform 

counselors and counselor educators for service of this population. This was done by investigating 

the participants’ original and responsive postings within the PornFree group. The postings 

collected for this study ranged from four words to 2,267 words and covered countless topics. To 

better understand the nature of these postings, thematic categories and corresponding 

subcategories were exposed, along with trends that were common throughout the data set. In 

order to be included in the data set, postings had to be made by a member of PornFree that had 

abstained from pornography for 30 or more days at the time of the data collection. An 

explanation of validation and the process of analyzing the data is discussed in the following 

sections. 

Validation 

The researcher aimed to conduct an ethical study, so steps were taken to ensure such 

considerations. To avoid researcher bias, the researcher kept a detailed audit trail. An external 

auditor was utilized throughout the entire process of coding the data, discussing the results, and 

exploring the implications. The external auditor reviewed the Code Book, Code Index, and audit 

trail. All concerns of the external auditor were addressed by the researcher. Additionally, the 

Code Book and Code Index are available in the Appendices. Because initial analyzing occurred 

throughout the collection process, saturation was met when no new themes arose from the 

postings and there was enough information to accurately answer the research question (Bowen, 

2008). If a posting replied to an unrelated topic, it was deleted from the data set. This resulted in 

700 total postings from 20 participants.  
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Coding Process 

The data were initially coded through a combination of In-Vivo and Descriptive coding. 

Descriptive codes are typically nouns or short phrases appointed to a general topic and in-vivo 

codes stem from exact phrases in the data (Saldana, 2016). By disassembling and reassembling 

the data set, as suggested by Yin (2016), this process resulted in three broad Thematic 

Categories: 1) Catharsis, 2) Imparting Information, and 3) Instillation of Hope. Initially, the 

researcher titled the thematic categories using general terms that represented what was occurring 

in the posting, such as ‘Updating,’ ‘Giving,’ and ‘Requesting.’ After the analysis occurred, the 

researcher discovered that the thematic categories align with the therapeutic factors within group 

counseling (Yalom, 2005) and they were renamed as such to more accurately embody the 

experience of the participants. Although this study is inductive in nature, the themes that arose 

from the data set align with the purpose of online self-help groups, which comprises of helping 

individuals remain accountable in their efforts and providing a space where they can 

anonymously process their experiences (Jasper et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2017). Furthermore, the 

data supports Yalom’s Therapeutic Factors (2005) that occur in group counseling. Three specific 

factors, Imparting Information, Catharsis, and Instillation of Hope, became the thematic category 

labels of the data set after analyzation (Jacobs et al., 2009; Yalom, 2005). The other therapeutic 

factors that are demonstrated throughout PornFree include Universality, Altruism, and Group 

Cohesiveness (Yalom, 2005) and will be discussed in the following chapter. 

The researcher determined that the thematic categories from this study represent the areas 

addressed in self-help groups and in group counseling (Kim et al., 2017; Yalom, 2005), such as 

‘Imparting Information,’ which is providing advice, support, etc., ‘Catharsis’ or updating the 

group on progress or setbacks, and ‘Instillation of Hope’ that includes requesting opinions, 
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resources, and more from other members of the group. Those discovered thematic categories 

were broken down into 10 specific Subcategories, which comprise of the following: 1) Catharsis: 

Positive, Negative, and General/Neutral, 2) Imparting Information: Advice, Insight, Resources, 

and Support/Encouragement, 3) Instillation of Hope: Seeking Advice, Seeking 

Support/Encouragement, and Seeking Insight. Additionally, across all thematic categories and 

subcategories, common topics and trends were presented that also connect to previous studies 

regarding pornography use (Fall & Howard, 2015; Sun et al., 2016). Because of the length and 

depth of the data set’s postings, many could potentially fit into multiple codes, but they were 

placed in the code that best represented their nature. For example, some postings provided the 

other members with advice and resources, but if the posting was more focused on the advice than 

the resources, they were coded as Imparting Information: Advice instead of Imparting 

Information: Resources. Presented in tabular form in Tables 2-6 are the frequencies and 

percentages of the postings as coded into their thematic categories and subcategories. The 

common topics within the subcategories are discussed and exact quotations will be used to 

maintain the authenticity of the postings. Thematic categories and subcategories were coded by 

hand, so all of the scanned pages of original data and two rounds of coding can be found in the 

Appendices, labeled as the Code Index. The Appendices also include the key used during coding, 

which is titled the Code Book.  

Beyond the nature of the postings found on PornFree, the researcher examined the 

difference in the nature of the postings based on how many days abstinent the participants were 

at the time of data collection. The frequencies of postings and their corresponding thematic 

categories and subcategories per participant are presented in Tables 7-10. 
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Thematic Categories and Subcategories 

Within the 700 postings, three thematic categories were discovered. In order of 

frequency, they include Imparting Information (77.6%, n=543), Catharsis (20.7%, n=145), and 

Instillation of Hope (1.7%, n=12). Table 2 presents the thematic categories and the subcategories 

and Table 3 shows the description for the codes that were used during analysis. The trends within 

the subcategories are provided in successive sections. 

Table 2: Thematic Categories and Subcategories 

Total Postings (N=700) 
Thematic Category n % Subcategory n % 
Imparting Information 543 77.6% Insight 274 39.1% 
   Advice 134 19.1% 
   Support/Encouragement 105 15.0% 
   Resources 30 4.3% 
Catharsis 145 20.7% Positive 55 7.9% 
   Negative 7 1.0% 
   Neutral/General 83 11.9% 
Instillation of Hope 12 1.7% Seeking Advice 8 1.1% 
   Seeking 

Support/Encouragement 
2 0.3% 

   Seeking Insight 2 0.3% 
 

Table 3: Description of Subcategories 

Thematic 
Category 

N Subcategory n % Coding Description 

Imparting 
Information 

54
3 

Insight 274 50.5% Posting shares an opinion or 
personal experience to group 
members 

  Advice 134 24.7% Posting shares a specific 
piece of advice to group 
members 

  Support/Encouragement 105 19.3% Posting provides support or 
encouragement to group 
members 

  Resources 30 5.5% Posting provides a concrete 
resource to group members 
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Catharsis 14
5 

Positive 55 37.9% Posting provides update that 
expresses a generally positive 
experience 

  Negative 7 4.8% Posting provides update that 
expresses a generally 
negative experience 

  Neutral/General 83 57.2% Posting provides update that 
is either general, both 
positive and negative, or 
indicates a neutral experience 

Instillation 
of Hope 

12 Seeking Advice 8 66.7% Posting seeks advice from 
group members 

  Seeking 
Support/Encouragement 

2 16.7% Posting seeks support or 
encouragement from group 
members 

  Seeking Insight 2 16.7% Posting seeks specific 
opinion or experience of 
other group members 

 

Imparting Information 

Imparting Information had the highest frequency of the thematic categories with 543 of 

the 700 postings, which is 77.6% of the data set. Originally titled ‘Giving,’ the thematic category 

code of Imparting Information was given to postings that provided some sort of information, 

typically in response to an unseen question or prompt, although some were original postings that 

addressed the entire group with information. Imparting Information is a therapeutic factor in 

group counseling and refers to the process of providing the group with suggestions, advice, or 

direct guidance (Yalom, 2005). Four subcategories occurred within Imparting Information, with 

the largest subcategory being Insight at 39.1% of the total data set (n=274, N=700) and 50.5% of 

the thematic category (n=274, N=543). The next highest subcategory was Advice at 24.7% of the 

Imparting Information thematic category (n=134, N=543). Support/Encouragement came next at 

19.3% (n=105), followed by Resources at 5.5% (n=30). Table 4 shows the frequencies and 

percentages of these four subcategories. 
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Table 4: Frequencies of Subcategories: ‘Imparting Information’ 

Thematic Category N Subcategory n % 
Imparting Information 543 Insight 274 50.5% 
  Advice 134 24.7% 
  Support/Encouragement 105 19.3% 
  Resource 30 5.5% 

 

Insight 

 The subcategory of Imparting Information: Insight was given to postings that were 

predominantly focused on providing a specific opinion or personal experience, many times in 

response to an unseen prompt or question from another PornFree member. This subcategory was 

originally titled ‘Opinions/Experiences,’ but was changed after the results were compared to the 

group counseling literature, which focused on ‘Insight’ as the term used to encompass one’s 

experiences and opinions on a subject (Jacobs, Masson, & Harvill, 2009). Although some of the 

postings within this subcategory could be seen as providing some type of advice, it was placed in 

the subcategory of Insight if the nature of the posting was more about sharing what their personal 

experience or opinion was instead of specific advice. Imparting Information: Insight was the 

most popular subcategory of all 10 with 39.1% of the data set (n=274, N=700). The personal 

opinions and experiences varied greatly, but some obvious trends arose in the topics addressed in 

these postings, such as discussing pornography as an addiction, when and how to discuss 

pornography use to significant others, and if masturbation should be a part of the abstinence 

process.  

 Pornography as an addiction. Conversations regarding whether participants viewed 

their excessive pornography use as an addiction were common. One participant posted,  
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“I like your response. I felt empowered after many years when I finally admitted that I 

was addicted to porn. For me, it's an addiction. But it really doesn't matter what you want 

to call it. It doesn't even matter if 100 different studies come out and say that porn is not 

addictive. All I know is that porn is harmful to me and I want it out of my life.” 

 Another member noted, “Porn detox is real,” while a third compared it to alcohol 

addiction by saying, 

“When I truly came to feel and know that porn was not for me, it stopped becoming such 

a battle. Alcoholics Anonymous says if you're not sure you're an alcoholic, go and try 

some controlled drinking. And I recommend the same - if you're not sure porn is a 

problem for you, then maybe you have some good old-fashioned convincing to do.” 

Other participants casually mentioned their pornography use as an addiction and overall, 

the term was used frequently. 

Disclosing porn use to a significant other. Many participants discussed when and if it is 

appropriate to disclose their pornography use to their significant others. For example, one 

posting stated,  

“…I've talked about porn very generally with my wife. She's known that it's something 

that has recurred for various reasons. She says she is open to talking more, hearing more 

in detail about my struggles and challenges, and I really, really appreciate where that's 

coming from. My challenge is that I anticipate that despite her openness and acceptance 

of me along with my struggle, I believe that as i share in more detail she'll become really 

anxious and body image issues will rear their heads more than they already do. One of 

my triggers is a (seemingly) significant libido mismatch between me and her. I believe 

that, in part, is influenced by her poor (very whacked) body image, (thanks, repressive 
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mother/religion). So you see the potential negative feedback loop that could occur, 

despite all good intentions? That being said, I intend to get more specific with her when I 

hit 6mo using pornfree, relapses or otherwise. PFree is a great tool and I'm really happy 

about what it can represent over time. Relapses or no, its a record of sustained effort. 

Seems important to bring that to the table if I want to really be accountable. Seems 

important as a record showing my struggle really isn't about her, it's about me 

overcoming my insecurities, laziness, bad habits. Right now, she asks me very generally, 

really low key, how I'm doing, or how I'm feeling. Maybe once every 4-5 months. It felt 

great 3 days ago to let her know things were going very well, knowing I was at 

30something days totally clean. Not kinda clean, not some pretty-okay-compared-to-

most-dudes clean. Totally clean. But that's my experience. I'm certain that each 

partnership/marriage has its peculiarities and communication style. In the short run, I've 

got nothing specific for you. But long run, it seems like increasing transparency is good.” 

Those that discuss disclosing their pornography use to their significant others are most 

frequently for it, with very few postings advising against it. 

 Masturbation. PornFree is a forum for those that choose to abstain from pornography, 

but there is no mention of whether participants should give up masturbation as well. It is a highly 

debated topic within the community, as there is another forum on Reddit.com called NoFap that 

adamantly promotes no pornography or masturbation. Some PornFree members believe 

abstaining from pornography and masturbation, even for just a small amount of time, is a good 

way to “reset” their minds and bodies, as expressed by the comment,  

“Looking at porn and masturbating are too intertwined to expect that fapping 

[masturbation] won't increase your temptation to also look at porn. There is nothing 
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wrong with giving both a break for a while. One way I'm trying to approach it is that 

looking at porn was very habitual for me. Most of the times, I wasn't really even in the 

mood to do either, but out of habit I would start looking at porn which would get me 

aroused and then I would masturbate. Because the fapping usually comes from looking at 

porn, when you stop looking at porn, you will probably feel less need to masturbate. I 

made a rule for myself to not cause a new habit out of masturbating. I don't want it to be 

something that I just do out of some routine. Instead, if I get aroused naturally (such as 

waking up in the morning with an erection), then maybe I will take care of business. But, 

I'm not going to force myself to get hard just because I mentally feel like I need to do 

things on some schedule.” 

However, most of the members are neutral on the matter. One participant said, “As for 

masturbation, I think it takes some trial and error to figure out what works for you. I have come 

to the conclusion that it's best not to overthink it.” Another post stated, 

“… Eating is necessary to survive, masturbation is not. What I wanted to show you is that 

even the most necessary activity will be wrong when done too much. And porn and 

masturbation come hand in hand for most of people, so it's obvious that people think 

whether they should do it and how often. Hence you asking this question, right?”  

A participant that once tried to abstain from masturbation as well as pornography commented,  

“I gave noFap an honest try. I did 90 days and then I gave it a benefit of a doubt and 

continued for another 100 days. It did diddly-squat for me. Not a single one of the ‘super 

powers’ I was lured in with manifested even slightly. It's just a huge circle-jerk, 

ironically, which I wouldn't mind so much, that's how 99% of reddit works. But noFap is 

also hugely anti-sexual. I have tons of guilt and shame surrounding my sexuality already, 
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I don't need an extra helping. So yea, I agree that pornfree should be its own thing 

without any comparison to noFap. But when asked, I won't hesitate to shit on that 

dishonest pseudo-religion.” 

General experiences. Postings that fit into this trend revolved around a member 

describing their experiences before, during, or after abstinence. For example, one participant 

compared his brain on porn to a possession. The participant stated,  

“Everybody's got a collection of competing interests, many of which are at cross-

purposes to each other. Isn't it crazy that difference between being driven by the 

pornbrain and then waking up back in your own brain the next morning? It's no wonder 

people can aptly describe the experience as possession, or being haunted.” 

Another common trend within the experiences of those abstaining is discussions about 

mental health concerns. One participant answered another member’s question about his 

depression, stating,  

“Short answer: In my case, depression is probably the cause, porn the symptom. Long 

answer: It's a bit muddy. I started using porn before I had serious mental problems but I 

don't think it would have escalated to the same degree over the years if I had been healthy 

and would have had romantic and sexual success. Yes, since I quit porn, my mental 

health has improved but there are a lot of other factors I changed since then that seem far 

more likely to be responsible for improving my situation. I think quitting porn is 

generally advisable but it won't have massive health benefits (or any huge benefits in 

general) on its own.” 

One member responded to a prompt about what has changed since he became abstinent 

from pornography. He had been 246 days abstinent at the time of the response,  
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“Less objectification of women and better relationships with them. I actually got together 

with my current girlfriend of 2+ years when I was first starting out on this journey. My 

relationships with other women who are my friends, colleagues, etc. have also vastly 

improved. I am learning to sexualize women in a healthy way. I still find women other 

than my girlfriend attractive, but I no longer see some girls as ‘super attractive’ and the 

rest as ‘meh’. I actually find that I'm attracted to almost all of them in some way, and 

beyond just their looks, also to their quirks and personalities. More realistic expectations 

about sex, and a new approach to it that is more spiritual, emotional and overall feels 

more mature. Still a work in progress but I feel good about the path I'm on. Less fear 

about sex and physical intimacy in general. Less anxiety, depression, and brain fog. I still 

have anxiety some days but on this current streak I'm really much more clear-headed than 

I ever remember being. Exercise, healthy diet, and a meditation practice help too I think, 

but I really do think cutting out porn makes a noticeable difference. Feel better about 

myself as a person and as a man. So all in all it's been well worth it.” 

Advice 

 The subcategory of Imparting Information: Advice included postings that provided 

specific advice to members. Although these postings may have included encouragement or 

insight, the nature of the posting was mostly focused on advice giving. Imparting Information: 

Advice accounts for 24.7% of the Imparting Information thematic category (n=134, N=543) and 

19.1% of the entire data set (n=134, N=700). The advice given in these postings revolved around 

the topics of coping skills, relapse prevention, counseling, and using PornFree as a tool. 
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 Coping skills and relapse prevention. Participants advised other members on various 

coping skills to deal with the negative effects of abstinence and how to avoid relapsing. One 

posting said,  

“You can do it! :) Analyze what time of the day is critical for you. Start with that and 

then think what you should do instead. For example workout, read some self 

improvements books, search new music, hang out with friends, go on a hike....its so much 

to live instead of being at home watching porn. Best is to stay busy from the moment you 

wake up till when you fall asleep. Use that libido on your girlfriend and show her your 

animal drive, she’ll sure love it!” 

Another participant advised, “-Don't look photos of Girls. Plus avoid looking half-naked 

girls in the streets. -Use internet filters. -Acknowledge why you shouldn't watch Porn 

every time you crave. -Never be unhappy and depressed. If you are depressed, be aware 

that you are vulnurable to Porn.”  

Using milestones and rewarding those milestones as a tool was also a trend within 

Imparting Information: Advice. For example, one participant said,  

“Setting milestones is important during recovery. It shows that we are engaged in 

planning our recovery, it marks our progress, and it signifies a fulfillment of a goal. It 

should be a motivator for each of us. Milestones will be different for each of us. For 

some, a milestone may be one week or one month. Maybe it's shorter or maybe it's 

longer. I'm presently at 35 days. My next milestone is 60 days. When you achieve a 

milestone, revisit your plan, think about your progress, and set a new milestone to reach. 

Also, don't forget to set up a reward for each milestone reached. You deserve it. You 

worked hard for it. Recovery isn't just a period of great challenge and difficulty. It is also 
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a time to live life and celebrate your successes. Rewards will be different for each of us. I 

bought a new book when I hit 30 days. When I hit 60 days, I'm going hiking in the 

Allegheny Mountains. Try setting your reward at the same time you set your milestone so 

that you have something to aim for. So, what's your milestone and what will your reward 

be?” 

Some other coping skills advised throughout the data include meditation, dating, finding 

new hobbies, creativity, accountability, and more. 

 Counseling. Counseling and related programs were mentioned as possible strategies 

multiple times within this data set. For example, one participant said,  

“A therapist is a good bet. Your general practitioner could also be open to it. There are 

12-step groups (SAA and SLAA) that are very helpful if you're open to that.”  

 Sex Addicts Anonymous was brought up by another member that stated,  

“Have you considered attending Sex Addicts Anonymous meetings? Not only would 

those meetings provide you with recovery tools, but you would be able to connect with 

others who won't cause you to feel shame. Also, your addiction seems to have a porn 

component, but it also reaches into other areas of sex addiction. Give it some thought.” 

 Using PornFree. Because so many members have experienced the benefits of posting 

onto the PornFree forum, many suggested it as an important tool for new or disengaged 

members. One member posted,  

“Yes, talking about it will be of immense help to you. No need to feel embarrassed. 

Sharing is one of the best ways to learn, grown, and cast off the shame that we feel. Good 

luck!” 
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Another participant discussed the usefulness of reading the postings on PornFree. He 

said,  

“Also, browsing through peoples posts might give you an amplified perspective of the 

real impact of porn in real peoples lives, beyond just conflict with cultural norms, 

countless wasted hours, and blunted cognitive abilities.” 

 General advice. Much of the advice given to other members on PornFree is rather 

general in nature and covers many areas. Some of it focuses on avoiding relapse, like one 

participant’s statement, “It comes in waves. Just ride it out and it will pass. Just be extra careful 

to not inch toward it or you will surely get swept away.” That same participant also advised 

working out by saying,  

“…One thing that helps fight addiction is to get out of your old routines. Replace the time 

that you would have spent in the unhealthy activities with something positive. Go to a 

gym, or get involved in something. Change your life and be proud of yourself for doing 

it!” 

Another participant discussed the importance of discovering a new hobby. He posted,  

“Next step is to find something (not someone) that makes you happy. Even if it takes a lot 

of hard work, trial and error and patience to find it. Porn is an instant fix, things that are 

truely worthwhile only come through patience and persistence. But those who seek tend 

to find.” 

Other posts focused on self-reflection, like one participant’s posting that stated,  

“You must acknowledge why are you here during this journey my fellow friends. If you 

learn your cause, you will be extremely strong. You need to break these chains.” 

Support/Encouragement 
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 The subcategory Imparting Information: Support/Encouragement ranked third for most 

common subcategory within the entire data set at 15.0% (n=105, N=700) and 19.3% in the 

Imparting Information thematic category (n=105, N=543). This subcategory included postings 

that were intended to support or encourage other members in PornFree. Some of the postings 

within the subcategory of Imparting Information: Support/Encouragement provide advice or 

insight, but the main element of the post is to provide support. Providing community, 

encouraging statements, and motivation were trends found within the Support/Encouragement 

subcategory. 

 Community. Several postings showed support by agreeing with what another member 

said or by relating to another member. For instance, one member said to another, “both you and I 

almost caved in. Keep going strong man!!!!!” One participant agreed with a member’s 

perspective and replied,  

“Yes! My biggest problem with porn is that it's life negative... it's like an escape from 

life. I don't want to escape from life. I want to embrace it. I like the way you put it. 

Thanks for sharing.” 

Other comments were just general support to the entire group, embracing the community 

feel of it. One participant posted,  

“Give yourself an applause. Here's why… ‘My good friend, dont be hard on yourself. For 

starters you are standing up to a difficult problem but you know youve got what it takes 

to beat it. And for second, you have to admire your courage trying to battle this. Hey, no 

one said it will be easy. We’re all in this together! Don’t give up. And its never too late! 

Btw, give yourself an applause!!’” 
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 ‘Keep it up.’ When a member posts an update on how they are doing, many times other 

members will encourage them with statements such as, “Keep it going! The mind wants its fix 

and will learn to adapt in time.” Another statement following this theme was, “Congratulations! I 

knew you were going to make it to this milestone. You’ve made tremendous progress. Keep it 

going!” Support in this form was used often, with many comments like the following, 

“Remember it's a process, starting to figure it out is better than being stuck in an endless 

loop. I know that after this time, you'll start ro recognize the signs and reign it in before 

it's too late. Keep at it, dude!” 

Motivation. Postings that revolved around motivation were typically responses to 

members that had either relapsed or were concerned of relapsing. For instance, one participant 

stated, “Luck brother! Everybody here wants you to win today!” Motivation comments also 

came in forms such as,  

“Great post, it was a great read. I really like the fact that you're focusing in on the internal 

changes and not necessarily just white knuckling porn out of your life. I have been on this 

journey for about 3 years and have built some good streaks but also relapsed many a 

time. Now the goal is to quit porn for good but it really took some good hard relapsing 

for me to convince myself that porn really wasn't for me. I like to say that I prefer an 

honest relapse to a fake recovery. So I had a few honest relapses, and now I'm having an 

honest recovery. A quote I like is – ‘don't try to be wise before experience’. Also funny 

about your brother having porn. I remember finding porn on my brother's computer when 

we were both teenagers. Odds are that most young guys look at porn, sure, but I reckon 

odds are even higher that it runs in the same family. Anyway, congratulations mate. 

Thanks for sharing. :)” 
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 General support. The postings that are within this general theme of Imparting 

Information: Support/Encouragement were not specific enough to be included in one of the other 

themes, such as, “Keep going, the flatline can be an absolute nightmare and feel impossible but 

in the long run it’ll all be worth it” and, “You’ve made a great decision. Welcome to the rest of 

your life, Regular You.” 

Resources 

 The subcategory of Imparting Information: Resources was focused on providing the 

group members with a particular resource. Some of the other subcategories may include 

resources, but the essence of those that belong in Imparting Information: Resources are focused 

purely on giving the group information regarding a specific resource. Because of this stipulation, 

this subcategory only represents 5.5% of Imparting Information (n=30, N=543) and 4.3% of the 

entire data set (n=30, N=700).  

PornFree offers a sidebar with resources linked. Many participants posted about utilizing 

those, such as, “Have a look at the resources in the sidebar, if you haven't yet.” In the sidebar is a 

link to the website called Your Brain on Porn that has a video series available on it, a link to an 

mp3 that helps with meditation, and a link to an old post that is called, ‘Concrete Tips for 

Quitting Porn.’ Podcasts were also mentioned as a resource by many members, particularly a 

podcast called “Pornfree Radio.” Fight The New Drug’s website was also brought up by many 

members, as well as the videos that famous ex-football player Terry Crews created after he 

publicly disclosed to being addicted to pornography. The book, Man’s Search for Meaning by 

Victor Frankl, was discussed by one member and various motivational quotes and sayings were 

also popular within the data set. 
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Catharsis 

 The thematic theme of Catharsis was ranked as the second most common thematic 

category with 20.7% of the total postings (n=145, N=700). Originally, the Catharsis thematic 

category was labeled ‘Updating,’ but was later changed to Catharsis to reflect the expression of 

feelings that occurs in group counseling (Jacobs et al., 2009). The postings that were coded as 

part of the Catharsis thematic category were predominantly centered on updating the group on 

their progress. Three subcategories surfaced from Catharsis and include positive, negative, and 

neutral/general updates. Catharsis: Neutral/General represented the majority of the thematic 

theme Catharsis with 57.2% (n=83, N=145). The Positive subcategory was second largest at 

37.9% with 55 postings of the 143. Catharsis: Negative was the smallest of this thematic 

category at 4.8% (n=7, N=143). Table 5 shows the three subcategories’ frequencies and 

percentages.  

Table 5: Frequencies of Subcategories: ‘Catharsis’ 

Thematic Category N Subcategory n % 
Catharsis 145 Positive 55 37.9% 
  Negative 7 4.8% 
  Neutral/General 83 57.2% 

 

Neutral/General 

 The Catharsis: Neutral/General subcategory included postings that either included 

positive and negative comments about their progress or the comments were neutral or general in 

nature. Representing 57.2% of the Catharsis thematic category (n=83, N=145) and 11.9% of the 

entire data set (n=83, N=700), Neutral/General updates were the most common type of update.  
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Includes positives and negatives. Some updates by members of PornFree would include 

both positive and negative comments within them. An example of this comes from a 

participant’s posting that states,  

“Keeping busy but I have also noticed my steady routine of meditating and jouranling is 

helping me to realize that while I do not have control over every thought that pops into 

my head, I have the choice whether or not to act on it. Also that every emotional state is 

temporary; urges are the same, they will pass.” 

Another participant discussed his experience at 263 days abstinent with the comment, 

“This journey has been crazy - Crazy good. Right now I'm struggling a bit, sometimes the 

weight of all this is just too much for me. That's honest. But at the same time I feel 

strong. I'm not near ready to give up, and know that I don't have to. I can't put words to it, 

they just don't do it justice. But there are some really crazy things going on in my life 

right now, things that are crazy good. I don't mean that it's always a cakewalk or I'm 

walking around with a grin all the time, but, there's something really deep going on inside 

of me and in my life. I attribute it to my openness towards life, and to new experiences, 

both good and bad. Porn has no place in that for me. I'm just happy to be alive. Thanks 

folks.” 

‘Check-in.’ A core component of PornFree is for members to ‘check-in’ and discuss 

what’s been going on during the abstinence process. Moderators of the group will occasionally 

assign a challenge and request that those that participate in the challenge to check-in throughout. 

An example of a monthly challenge check-in is, “Checking in for the second half of February! 

My girlfriend and I are tackling this together!” Other check-ins may occur when a member just 

wants to update the group on how they are doing based on how many days they have been 
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abstinent. For example, one participant wrote on day 82 of his abstinence, “Checking in. Still 

good.” Another participant describes his experience more in-depth by posting, 

“Day 23 - First off a shoutout to all of you. The past week has been especially rough not 

just because of porn and having this community has been huge. This is more just so I can 

get this out in writing, because I'm too emotionally drained to get into detail. The past 24 

hours has been especially rough, but I'm still going and that's whats important. We can all 

do this. I admire all of you deeply, and that has helped keep me going. It takes a lot of 

balls to look a problem in the eye and say I'm going to fix this. The balls that many 

people in this world think they have when in reality, they don't. That's all I got. Stay 

strong and much love.” 

Neutral. Some updates do not necessarily fit into a positive or negative category, but 

rather present with more of a neutral or general nature. For instance, one participant posted, “I 

am glad I found this subreddit before it is too late.” And others are just thoughts that the 

participant wants to share with the group. An example of a neutral update is when a participant 

posted at 194 days abstinent,  

“Addiction is real, but so is self-control and discipline. As someone who has an addictive 

personality and could have rolled with the worst addict on here, I have some thoughts. 

You can lean on your impulses, that are real, and use the medical diagnoses of addiction 

to continue down a destructive, guilt-ridden path. OR You can use your higher level 

thinking to A) understand that you have these impulses and strong desires that you need 

to overcome AND B) That you can have the self-control to just say no. I went from a 

hardcore, drug-induced, junkie in my late teens to a sober person in one night. I had tried 

to quit many times and relapsed, but this one night I woke up and just decided that I 
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could die like this or make a change. I wanted a change. A university degree, 12 years 

sobriety (from drugs) later, and never one relapse. I often wondered why that time was 

different. Why on that singular night and every night that followed was my ability to 

avoid drugs opened to me? Upon reflection, I found that it was because I truly wanted to 

stop. In my mind, my higher order of thoughts, I acknowledged the harm I was causing 

and took responsibility for it. I also took personal responsibility for my actions and made 

intention to never do it again. You can let the fact that you're a chemically impulsive 

person drive your inability to stop or to excuse your relapses. Or, you can use your 

intelligence to understand how you're wired, stop making excuses, and use self-control to 

allow you to drive your life again. At the end of the day, you have to really want it. 

Saying you want it doesn't mean shit. It's like an obese person who constantly moans that 

they want to get in shape. No they don't. If they did, they wouldn't moan. They would buy 

healthy food and start working out. Instead of them talking about doing something, 

people would come to them and say, wow, you're losing weight.” 

Positive  

 Positive updates were the second most common type of updates in this particular data set 

with 37.9% of the Catharsis thematic category (n=55, N=145) and 7.9% of the entire data set 

(n=55, N=700). This subcategory of Catharsis: Positive was assigned to the updates that were 

principally positive in nature. There were specific noted trends within the positive updates, such 

as reported positive changes and less desire to use pornography. 

 Positive changes. One participant reported that he has noticed his frustration levels 

decreasing. He said,  
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“Checking in. Will try to post regular updates. I'm in this for the long haul. 11/6: I have 

more energy, it's easier to get out of the house, and I get less frustrated with complicated 

tasks at work…” 

Another participant stated,  

“Effects this sub can have - I dunno if it's from not using anymore, but now whenever I 

go outside I notice how vibrant the sky is, each and every time. I never noticed this 

before. Cool feeling.” 

One PornFree member reported feeling more at peace by saying,  

“…Gonna be a quick one. Lots and lots of gratitude to hand out. Gratitude for all the 

people in my corner (this sub reddit, my karate instructor, my family, my friends, my 

girlfriend, my girlfriend's friends, my band, etc. etc.) And gratitude to God (using the 

term liberally here) for all the wonderful things that have been given to me. Feeling really 

peaceful and grateful today. Thanks folks.” 

Another participant celebrated a milestone by deleting the pornography he kept on his 

computer. He stated,  

“Well, I just performed my olympic event. I deleted the stash. 500gb! All gone and it 

feels great. By the way, the special occasion was that I talked with my wife about my 

struggles last night. This feels like a bit of a victory lap!” 

 Less desire to use pornography. Many participants claimed to have less desire to use 

pornography after abstaining. One posted,  

“40 Days Clean: My Thoughts - Honestly don’t remember the last time I reached this 

amount of days to be honest, I feel so clear headed yet everyday is an emotional roller 

coaster. There is still some attraction to porn but it’s at an all time low. Amazingly 
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enough I only had one minor slip up this month, caught myself admiring a profile on fb 

but immediately came to my senses. Started school this year as well so that also is 

tremendously helping me stay pornfree. Hope everyone is doing well today!” 

 Another celebrated hitting three weeks without using pornography by posting,  

“Three weeks today! Well, I'm at 3 weeks today, and I feel great about it. To me, the first 

couple of days are always the most difficult. It becomes a bit easier every single day 

because it feels like caving now would be throwing away everything I've been working 

for in this battle. I can honestly say that I'm getting to the point where I don't even really 

think about it much anymore. It's like the temptation isn't even really there. The last 

couple of weeks have been really stressful for other reasons, and I haven't even really 

considered using porn as a way to cope. My past failures have taught me my likely 

triggers, so I try to stay clear of the things that caused me to fail before. There are no 

failures as long as you learn something from it! I'm in such a good place with this all 

right now and although I have a long ways to go, I'm starting to think that this may 

actually be the time where I finally win this war forever.” 

Negative 

 The least common subcategory of Catharsis is fully negative updates. Catharsis: 

Negative accounts for 4.8% of the Catharsis thematic category (n=7, N=145), and only 1.0% of 

the entire data set (n=7, N=700). To be coded as Negative, the posting had to be a comment that 

is considered as a negative experience. One participant said, “Day 52 - still flatlinging, 

depressed. Is this normal?” Another described his issues with sexuality after giving up 

pornography by posting,  
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“I hate Valentine's Day. I hate that it makes me feel even lonelier than usual. I hate that I 

fall for this made-up, corporate holiday that has no meaning. I hate that porn still seems 

like salvation, offering at least the illusion of human companionship and sexuality. I hate 

that I can't barely masturbate to my fantasy anymore because I have no reference 

anymore and my brain rejects it all as implausible. Masturbation is the only form of 

sexuality I can experience, I don't want to lose it.” 

Other negative experiences reported in the data included “withdrawal symptoms,” lower 

sex drive, and shame of past pornography use. 

Instillation of Hope 

 Instillation of Hope was the least common thematic category and required a specific 

request made in the posting to be coded as such. During the reassembling phase of coding, this 

thematic category was broadly titled ‘Requesting.’ The name of the thematic category was later 

changed to Instillation of Hope, as the nature of the postings within it align with Yalom’s 

curative factor of the same name (2005). Instillation of Hope is defined as a desire for feelings of 

hope about one’s concerns in group counseling (Jacobs et al., 2009; Yalom, 2005), and 

accurately represents the postings of members that are seeking ideas that will improve their 

hopelessness in regards to pornography use. Many postings in the entire data set included a 

request, but were coded into different thematic categories because requesting, or seeking 

Instillation of Hope, was not the main purpose. Those that were predominantly Instillation of 

Hope accounted for only 1.7% of the data set (n=12, N=700). The subcategories found within 

Instillation of Hope were Seeking Advice, Seeking Support/Encouragement, and Seeking Insight. 

Instillation of Hope: Seeking Advice was the most common in this thematic category at 66.7% 

(n=8, N=12), followed by Instillation of Hope: Seeking Support/Encouragement at 16.7% (n=2, 
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N=12), and Instillation of Hope: Seeking Insight at 16.7% (n=2, N=12). During the second round 

of coding, the researcher expected to find the subcategory of Instillation of Hope: Seeking 

Resources, but no postings specifically requested a resource. Table 6 provides the frequencies 

and percentages of these subcategories. 

Table 6: Frequencies of Subcategories: ‘Instillation of Hope’ 

Thematic Category N Subcategory n % 
Instillation of Hope 12 Seeking Advice 8 66.7% 
  Seeking 

Support/Encouragement 
2 16.7% 

  Seeking Insight 2 16.7% 
 

Seeking Advice. 

 This subcategory was most popular in postings that were identified as Instillation of Hope 

at 66.7% (n=8, N=12). Instillation of Hope: Seeking Advice represented 1.1% of the entire data 

set (n=8, N=700). The postings that were placed in this subcategory were those that prompted a 

specific need for advice for the poster. Some common topics within the Seeking Advice 

subcategory were requesting advice about masturbation, relapse prevention, and general 

concerns. 

 Masturbation. One participant prompted the group for how to use masturbation in a 

healthy manner. He asked,  

“Does anyone have a recommendation for a good balance of masturbation that gives you 

some of the benefits of occasional abstinence but also keeps your sexual energy in 

check?” 

 Relapse prevention. Sometimes, members of PornFree reached out to other members 

for advice on how to avoid relapsing. One member asked,  
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“Tips to prevent a slip up from turning into a full blown binge? After periods of brief 

sobriety, my relapses almost never constitute just a slip up , which I might categorize as a 

short, perhaps low intensity, encounter with porn. Rather, my relapses usually become 

three or four day affairs where I look at porn multiple time a day, with increasingly 

intense videos. Usually, my relapse begins as a slip up, and there seems to be a small 

window where I might be able to stave off a full blown binge, but it never happens. I 

suppose I just feel bad about myself for slipping up and sometimes will just say, ‘what's 

the point.’ Or, I will quickly see that the underlying stressor that contributed to the slip up 

hasn't gone away by looking at porn, which then causes me to feel worthless. 

I would consider it great progress for myself if I could better control my relapses and 

limit the damage created by them. Anyone have tips and pointers for me so that I can stop 

having so many binges?” 

Another member was concerned about how to get over a hangover, since his previous 

coping skill was to watch pornography. He prompted the group,  

“So throughout this process the times I relapse are when I'm hungover. Probably 80% of 

my relapses are through this… Does anyone have any advice on how to handle 

hangovers? I know I need to make some strategies, and I've made so much progress I 

would hate to have it all for naught because I drank too much one night. How do you 

guys handle this? Thanks in advance for the advice. Much love.” 

 General concerns. New members occasionally had concerns about what they were 

experiencing in the abstinence process. One member in particular was concerned about what the 

group calls “rebooting,” which refers to the process of returning to a “normal” sex-drive, where 

sexual acts with another person is the main sexual desire, not pornography. He asked,  
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“Is this progress? Of most recent note I am unsure what to think about this. I wasn't 

aware to the amount of sexual focus and nudity in the Netflix exclusive show Altered 

Carbon but there is plenty of it. Surprisingly though I have found that I have reacted to it 

rather neutrally. I don't give it much thought during or afterwards and and do not feel the 

drive to watch more of the show beyond wanting to know more about the story. Is this the 

stage people call rebooting? I ask because after I realized how unresponsive I have been 

to the sexual content of the show I realize that I haven't found anything sexually 

stimulating in over a week. In general I haven't found much of a desire to turn to porn or 

masturbation beyond fleeting thoughts.” 

Seeking Support/Encouragement. 

 Only two postings requested support or encouragement from the group, representing 

16.7% of the Instillation of Hope thematic category (n=2, N=12). One stated, “I’m typing in this 

box because I’m right about to lose it.” The other prompted a response of support or 

encouragement from the group regarding an old song that he relates to pornography use. 

Seeking Insight. 

 The final subcategory within Instillation of Hope was Instillation of Hope: Seeking 

Insight. Two postings of the 12 in this thematic category specifically asked for just an opinion or 

example of an experience from the other group members. Because there are various ways to 

abstain from pornography, two members of PornFree questioned the group for opinions on 

abstinence from masturbation. One participant posted,  

“Maybe masterbation is getting out of hand too… Hi people, just gonna throw my 

thoughts out there on this post. Lately I've been struggling a bit with some cravings and 

images flashing in my head, so I've recurred to masturbating more frequently this past 
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week (3 times overall). Since I've gone pornfree, I had reduced my frequency to around 

once a week, although before that I was doing it around once a day. I don't know if I 

should be worried to start compulsively masturbating, or if it's ok to have some periods of 

increased frequency. What are your thoughts on this?” 

The other participant’s question about masturbation stated,  

“…Today marks 90 days since I last watched porn and/or masturbated, the ‘standard’ 

recommended reboot time. And now, I'm unsure what to do next. I had always intended 

to masturbate again and just go pornfree after my reboot was complete, however, I'm not 

sure if that is already the case. I don't feel any different at all, I never experience morning 

wood or spontaneous erections and keeping my hands off of my bits has been easy, I 

never had any urges at all. Someone suggested a few days ago that this might mean that I 

still need more time to reboot. I feel that masturbation might actually be beneficial at this 

point because I went through those 90 days by pretty much repressing any sexual 

thoughts at all and I suspect that might have caused my flatline. On the other hand, I don't 

want to ruin what healing progress I might have made so far.” 

Individual Differences of Participants’ Postings 

Saturation was met after the researcher collected all of the postings of 20 individuals 

from the forum PornFree. Along with the postings, the amount of time each participant was 

abstinent from pornography at the time of data collection was included in the data. All 

participants had been abstinent for at least 30 days at the time of data collection. To further 

understand the nature of the postings in relation to the length of abstinence, Table 7 shows each 

participants’ days of abstinence at the time of data collection, number of posts, and frequency of 

each thematic category. Those that were abstinent longer did not always present with more 
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postings. The highest number of postings (n=158) was posted by the participant that had been 

abstinent the third longest (245 days). The participant that had been abstinent the longest (491 

days) had the fifth highest number of postings (n=56). 

Table 7: Frequencies of Thematic Categories Based on Abstinence Amount 

Days Abstinent Total 
Postings 

Imparting 
Information 

Catharsis Instillation 
of Hope 

37 27 24 3 0 
38 1 0 1 0 
39 69 48 19 2 
40 12 1 9 2 
41 10 7 3 0 
49 5 2 2 1 
49 59 47 11 1 
51 1 0 1 0 
58 6 5 1 0 
60 8 7 1 0 
65 50 40 10 0 
66 3 1 2 0 
70 5 1 4 0 
82 6 4 2 0 
142 29 21 8 0 
150 43 39 4 0 
194 1 0 1 0 
245 158 137 20 1 
263 151 118 32 1 
491 56 41 11 4 

 

Imparting Information 

 To expand on the individual differences in the thematic categories of postings, the 

following table, Table 8, presents the frequencies of Imparting Information subcategories based 

on participants’ length of abstinence. 

Table 8: Frequencies of Subcategories Based on Abstinence Amount: ‘Imparting 

Information’ 
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Days 
Abstinent 

Total in 
Imparting 
Information 

Insight Advice Support/ 
Encouragement 

Resources 

37 24 10 10 4 0 
38 0 0 0 0 0 
39 48 11 20 10 7 
40 1 0 0 1 0 
41 7 4 0 3 0 
49 2 0 0 1 1 
49 47 18 11 16 2 
51 0 0 0 0 0 
58 5 2 0 3 0 
60 7 2 3 2 0 
65 40 28 5 7 0 
66 1 1 0 0 0 
70 1 0 1 0 0 
82 4 0 0 2 2 

142 21 16 3 1 1 
150 39 10 16 13 0 
194 0 0 0 0 0 
245 137 40 50 35 12 
263 118 98 11 6 3 
491 41 34 4 1 2 

 

Catharsis 

 The table below, Table 9, shows the frequencies of the Catharsis subcategories based on 

how long the participants were abstinent at the time of data collection. 

Table 9: Frequencies of Subcategories Based on Abstinence Amount: ‘Catharsis’ 

Days Abstinent Total in Catharsis Positive Negative Neutral/General 
37 3 2 0 1 
38 1 1 0 0 
39 19 8 0 11 
40 9 2 0 7 
41 3 2 0 1 
49 2 0 0 2 
49 11 5 0 6 
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51 1 0 1 0 
58 1 0 0 1 
60 1 1 0 0 
65 10 2 0 8 
66 2 1 0 1 
70 4 2 0 2 
82 2 0 0 2 
142 8 5 1 2 
150 4 1 1 2 
194 1 0 0 1 
245 20 9 0 11 
263 32 14 0 18 
491 11 0 4 7 

 

Instillation of Hope 

 The frequencies of the Instillation of Hope subcategories are listed below in Table 10. 

 

 

Table 10: Frequencies of Subcategories Based on Abstinence Amount: ‘Instillation of 

Hope’ 

Days Abstinent Total in 
Instillation 
of Hope 

Seeking 
Advice 

Seeking 
Support/Encouragement 

Seeking Insight 

37 0 0 0 0 
38 0 0 0 0 
39 2 2 0 0 
40 2 2 0 0 
41 0 0 0 0 
49 1 0 0 1 
49 1 0 1 0 
51 0 0 0 0 
58 0 0 0 0 
60 0 0 0 0 
65 0 0 0 0 
66 0 0 0 0 
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70 0 0 0 0 
82 0 0 0 0 
142 0 0 0 0 
150 0 0 0 0 
194 0 0 0 0 
245 1 1 0 0 
263 1 0 1 1 
491 4 3 0 0 

 

Unique Finding 

 PornFree has multiple moderators to maintain the forum. They delete abusive comments, 

prompt discussions, and create challenges for the members. At some point in time, a moderator 

conducted a quantitative study within PornFree. One posting from the collected data set revealed 

the results from that study, which provides some basic information from the entire PornFree 

community. Included in the study are topics such as why they chose to abstain from 

pornography, when they first began using porn, what causes relapses, and much more. Although 

the study is amateur, the results provide a unique perspective into the culture of PornFree and 

pornography use in general. The participant stated, 

“…This post is a discussion and brief analysis of the second pornfree survey that was 

conducted between February 3 and February 6, 2018. This survey was designed for the 

benefit of the pornfree subreddit so that we can better understand our struggles with porn, 

and learn better strategies in our recovery. It is my hope that the response from the survey 

will drive a healthy discussion in this community. The full results of the second survey 

can be found here…Feel free to read through this analysis of the second survey and 

provide your comments below. Question 1 of the survey asks respondents at what age 

they started regularly viewing porn. The highest response, at 22%, was 13 years of age, 

and a whopping 77% of all respondents started regularly viewing porn between the ages 
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of 12 and 16. This clearly illustrates that a porn addiction strikes most individuals when 

they are in their youth. Question 2 asks respondents how frequently they viewed porn 

before deciding to live pornfree. The highest response, at 60%, was daily. Next, was 

multiple days per week, at 37%. Question 3 asks respondents which feelings they 

regularly experience before viewing pornography. The highest answer, at 85%, is 

boredom. Next are feelings of loneliness and stress, each at 70%. This is where the hard 

work should come in for each of us. If 85% of us feel bored just before we act out, then 

there are things we can do to right now to address these feelings. What are some ideas to 

address our boredom, loneliness, and stress? Question 4 asks which factor is the primary 

contributor to acting out. Tied at 28% are lack of a social life and lack of purpose in life. 

As to the latter, it appears many of us need to do some soul searching and discover who 

we are and what our place is in this world. Question 5 asks whether the respondent has 

had the realization that he is heading toward a relapse before acting out. If so, when does 

that realization occur? 45% of respondents said minutes before the relapse occurs. 31% 

said hours before the relapse, and 11%said one to two days before the relapse. These 

results are interesting. In my experience, a sign of progress in recovery is being able to 

recognize one’s emotional needs and respond to them in a healthy way. Most people who 

have been successful in their recovery notice that they are slipping days in advance of a 

possible relapse. Having this realization means that they are able to respond to their 

emotions in a healthy way before they get too close to the point of no return. Question 6 

asks how many days it takes to begin a new sobriety streak after a relapse. 35% of 

respondents say that it takes 2 to 3 days. A total of 70% of respondents say that it takes 

anywhere from 2 to 3 days to more than 2 weeks! This suggests that it is a big challenge 
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to secure one’s footing after a relapse. This is also a reminder that when your brain says, 

“just do it this once, and that will be all,” your brain is lying to you. If there is a positive 

result to this question, it’s that 30% of respondents were able to return to a sobriety streak 

within one day of a relapse. Question 7 asks which activities helped the respondent return 

to sobriety after a relapse. The highest response, at 68%, was visiting the pornfree 

subreddit or a similar forum. This reaffirms the idea that sharing your struggles with 

others is a key component for overcoming your porn addiction. Questions 8 through 10 

concern whether the respondents have personally shared their struggles with another 

person, as discussed at the beginning of this post. Question 11 asks whether the 

respondent regularly sets a weekly or monthly milestone while in recovery. 43% of 

respondents set milestones while 57% do not. For those who do set milestones, Question 

12 asks whether the respondent creates a reward for achieving the milestone. 29% of 

respondents create a reward while 71% do not. [Note: I am a big believer of setting 

milestones and rewards] Question 13 asks what time the respondent goes to bed. A full 

52% go to bed between 10:00 p.m. and 12:00 a.m. 35% go to bed after midnight. If 

you’ve heard the old phrase that nothing good ever happens after midnight, perhaps it’s 

worth considering if your porn use increases after midnight. Question 14 asks the 

respondent whether he/she finds a correlation between playing video games and using 

porn. 25% say yes and 45% say no. 30% say they don’t play video games. Therefore, of 

the individuals in the survey who play video games, 35% found a correlation between 

playing video games and their porn use. That is a sizeable number and one that should 

give gamers a momentary pause. The results to Question 15 are even more obvious. 

When asked whether respondents find a correlation between social media and their porn 
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use, 52% say yes and 33% say no. What are we doing to limit the impact that social 

media has on our porn use? Question 16 asks, on a scale of 1 to 10, how much emphasis 

the respondent places on willpower in his/her recovery. At the highest, 28% of 

respondent said 8, and a total of 67% respondents said between 7 and 10. Question 17 

asks, on a scale of 1 to 10, how much emphasis the respondent places on personal change 

in his/her recovery. At the highest, 37% of respondent said 10, and a total of 77% 

respondents said between 7 and 10. Question 18 asks respondents whether they have 

forgiven themselves for their struggles with porn. 51% said yes and 49% said no. I think 

this is one area that we can really improve upon. As I recently mentioned, we need to 

forgive ourselves before we can truly heal. That’s it folks. Please take some time to 

provide your thoughts about these results below or in a separate post. And a special 

thanks to all those who participated in the survey.” 

Conclusion 

 This chapter reviewed the steps taken in collecting, analyzing, and validating the postings 

from an online self-help group, and presented the results from the current study. It offered the 

discovered thematic categories, subcategories, trends throughout the data, along with a specific 

unique finding. For this research study, 700 postings made by 20 individuals on the online 

forum, PornFree were collected and analyzed. On March 1st, 2018, and March 3rd, 2018, the 

researcher selected participants that had abstained from pornography for 30 days or more and 

collected all of their postings to the thread PornFree. The data was analyzed by utilizing an 

Ethnographic Content Analysis. The three overarching thematic categories discovered aligned 

with those of online self-help groups (Jasper et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2016) and Yalom’s 

Therapeutic Factors in Group Counseling (2005) and were titled Imparting Information, 
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Catharsis, and Instillation of Hope. The thematic category code of Imparting Information was 

given to postings that provided some sort of information, typically in response to an unseen 

question or prompt, and it revealed four subcategories in ranked order: Insight, Advice, 

Support/Encouragement, and Resources. Imparting Information is a group counseling factor that 

is defined as instruction, advice, suggestions, or direct guidance from other group members 

(Yalom, 2005). The postings that were coded as part of the Catharsis thematic category were 

predominantly focused on updating the group on their progress. Catharsis, in group counseling, 

is the expression and sharing of feelings never shared before (Jacobs et al., 2009). The Catharsis 

thematic category included Neutral/General, Positive, and Negative subcategories, listed in rank 

order. Finally, the final thematic category discovered was Instillation of Hope. In group 

counseling, Instillation of Hope is the desire to feel hopeful about one’s situation (Jacobs et al., 

2009; Yalom, 2005), so postings that were coded as such sought help from other members and 

produced, in rank order, the subcategories of Seeking Advice, Seeking Support/Encouragement, 

and Seeking Insight. 

 The most common type of posting found after analysis of the data set of 700 postings was 

Imparting Information, which represented 77.6% of the entire set (n=543, N=700). Most of the 

Imparting Information posts at 50.5% were coded as Insight, which were the postings that 

provided the group with stories of individuals’ experiences and opinions they have regarding the 

process of abstaining from pornography. A major part of being a member of PornFree is 

updating the group on one’s current progress, so the second most common theme found was 

Catharsis at 20.7% of the entire data set (n=145, N=700). The most popular subcategory of 

Catharsis was Neutral/General, suggesting that most updates included both positive and 

negative experiences or were neutral in nature. The final and least common thematic category 
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was Instillation of Hope, which represented only 1.7% of the entire data set (n=12, N=700). 

Those that did fit into Instillation of Hope were most likely to request specific advice from other 

members (66.7%), and less likely to request support and insight. Amount of abstinent days at the 

point of data collection did not appear to greatly affect the amount or type of postings. Common 

trends throughout the entire data set also emerged, many of which support the negative effects of 

pornography use found in previous research studies (Fall & Howard, 2015; Sun et al., 2016). 

Those common trends, a deeper discussion of the findings, and implications to the counseling 

field are explored in the following chapter. 

Discussion 

 Current literature suggests that excessive pornography use is correlated to negative 

effects (Baer et al., 2015; Kingston et al., 2008). Although there is no identification of what is 

considered “excessive,” the research states that as pornography use increases, so do the negative 

symptoms (Gola et al., 2016; Szymanski & Stewart-Richardson, 2014; Burke, 2016). There is a 

lack of research on what happens when individuals that were using pornography choose to 

abstain from it (Park et al., 2016; Wilson, 2016; Kuhn & Gallinat, 2014). Therefore, to better 

understand the experiences of those abstaining from pornography use, this study explored the 

nature of postings made to an online group forum created to discuss such experiences. These 

unique experiences may increase counselors’ competencies in working with populations that are 

affected by pornography use.  

 By utilizing an Ethnographic Content Analysis, data was collected from an online group 

forum, PornFree, and then analyzed. Data was collected from 20 individuals’ postings to the 

group. Data collection occurred on two days – March 1, 2018, and March 3, 2018. Each 

participant chosen had abstained from pornography for at least 30 days at the time of data 
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collection. All postings to PornFree the participants made during their current abstinence period 

were retroactively collected. After deleting postings that did not fit into the inclusionary criteria, 

the data set resulted in 700 postings. Three broad thematic categories emerged from the data and 

align with those of online self-help groups (Jasper et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2016) and the 

therapeutic factors of group counseling (Jacobs et al., 2009; Yalom, 2005). Those thematic 

categories were titled Imparting Information, Catharsis, and Instillation of Hope. Ten 

subcategories were also discovered during exploration of the thematic categories, revealing 

deeper insights to the culture of the group.  

Imparting Information had the highest frequency of the thematic categories with 77.6% 

of the entire data set. The thematic category code of Imparting Information was given to postings 

that provided some sort of information, typically in response to an unseen question or prompt, 

although some were original postings that addressed the entire group with information. Four 

subcategories occurred within Imparting Information, with the largest subcategory being Insight 

at 50.5%, then Advice at 24.7%, followed by Support/Encouragement at 19.3% and Resources at 

5.5%.  

The thematic theme of Catharsis was ranked as the second most common thematic 

category with 20.7% of the total postings. The postings that were coded as part of the Catharsis 

thematic category were predominantly centered on updating the group on their progress. Three 

subcategories surfaced from Catharsis, including positive, negative, and neutral/general updates. 

Catharsis: Neutral/General represented the majority of the thematic theme Catharsis at 57.2%, 

then the Positive subcategory at 37.9%, and Negative at only 4.8%.  

Instillation of Hope was the least common thematic category by accounting for only 1.7% 

of the data set and required a specific request made in the posting to be coded as such. The 
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subcategories found within Instillation of Hope were Seeking Advice, Seeking 

Support/Encouragement, and Seeking Insight. Instillation of Hope: Seeking Advice was the most 

common in this thematic category at 66.7%, followed by Instillation of Hope: Seeking 

Support/Encouragement at 16.7%, and Instillation of Hope: Seeking Insight at 16.7%. The 

following discussion will examine the findings and implications this study presents for 

counselors and counselor educators. Also, limitations and suggestions for future research will be 

ascertained.  

Thematic Categories and Therapeutic Factors 

 The three thematic categories were initially named with broad terms to represent the 

purpose of the postings. After analyzing the data, the researcher found that the participants were 

presenting with benefits of using PornFree that are comparable to those found in online self-help 

groups and to those in group counseling (Kim et al., 2017; Yalom, 2005). For example, the 

thematic category of Imparting Information stems from the therapeutic factor in group 

counseling of the same name and refers to the process of providing the group with suggestions, 

advice, or direct guidance (Yalom, 2005). The second thematic category, Catharsis, reflects the 

expression or sharing of feelings that typically occurs in group counseling settings (Jacobs et al., 

2009). Instillation of Hope, the final thematic category, is defined as a desire for feelings of hope 

about one’s concerns in group counseling (Jacobs et al., 2009; Yalom, 2005), and accurately 

represents the postings of members that are seeking ideas that will improve their hopelessness in 

regards to pornography use. 

 Therapeutic factors are listed separately, but are actually quite interdependent (Yalom, 

2005). Beyond the thematic categories from this study that exhibit three of Yalom’s Therapeutic 

Factors of Group Counseling, the data set also illustrates some of the other factors such as 
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Universality, Group Cohesiveness, and Altruism (2005). Participants provide unique stories of 

their pornography use in an attempt to feel or give empathy with other group members, thus 

encouraging Universality, or the disconfirmation of isolation (Yalom, 2005). Group 

Cohesiveness is the closeness of members (Jacobs et al., 2009) and is imperative for a group’s 

productivity (Yalom, 2005). This cohesiveness is evident in the current study. Negative 

comments to other members were rarely presented in the current data, which suggests an overall 

feeling of comradery within the group PornFree. Additionally, Altruism is demonstrated by 

participants discussing the benefits of both giving and receiving support and insight by utilizing 

the forum (Yalom, 2005).  

Common Trends and Topics 

 This study was inductive, which allowed for the researcher to observe trends and topics 

that were repeated considerably in the data set. Throughout all three of the thematic categories 

discovered, a few common conversations occurred that could be of interest to counseling 

professionals. These discovered topics included addiction to pornography, changes that occur 

after abstinence, and relapse prevention techniques.  

Addiction to Pornography 

 Although pornography addiction is not currently a diagnosable disorder (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013), the concern is labeled as such in the common language used in 

PornFree. Many members identify as “pornography addicts” and treat their excessive use of 

pornography similarly to those with other known addictions. The 12-Step process is discussed 

and utilized often within the group, as well as the suggestion to attend Alcoholics Anonymous or 

Sex Addicts Anonymous meetings outside of the PornFree community. Withdrawal and detox 
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symptoms are also commonly discussed within the group, potentially suggesting a psychological 

dependence on pornography.  

Changes After Abstinence 

 Members of PornFree often update the group on how they are doing in the abstinence 

process. The postings from this study usually included positive and negative changes they have 

noticed since abstaining. Some mentioned an increase in confidence and interpersonal skills after 

abstaining from pornography. Many saw a decrease in negative symptoms such as depression, 

social anxiety, and the need for pornography. Although countless participants mentioned their 

relationships and sex lives improving after abstinence, a frequent concern explored was “flat-

lining.” In PornFree, “flat-lining” refers to the drop in sex drive that occurs when abstinence 

from pornography begins. Most often, members of the group reported that the “flat-lining” 

experience lasted somewhere between two and six weeks and that their sex drive returned and 

sometimes even improved after. This may suggest a physical response to pornography and its 

absence. Moreover, several participants that had maintained abstinence past the average “flat-

lining” timeframe reported higher relationship satisfaction, or if they were single, increased 

confidence in speaking with individuals they were sexually attracted to.  

Relapse Prevention 

 Much like other support groups, PornFree members spend a lot of time advising each 

other on how to best remain abstinent. A major topic was avoiding pornography or triggers that 

could lead to the use of pornography. Some tips given were to delete any pornography they had 

kept on their computers, utilize internet filters, and avoid sexual material in entertainment 

choices such as movies and television shows. Beyond avoiding pornography, members also 

provided each other with resources, such as websites, videos, and podcasts that were helpful in 



	

	
	

140 

recovery. They also shared what coping skills they utilized, which included techniques such as 

working out, journaling, meditating, finding new and creative hobbies, and many others.  

Limitations 

 This study offers a limitation by being a single data source that was analyzed by only one 

researcher. Although an external auditor was utilized, it would have strengthened the results if 

more than one researcher coded the data. Also, analyzing more than one online group would 

have reinforced the findings. Another limitation of this study is the lack of interaction with the 

community. By collecting preexisting data, the researcher was unable to prompt participants 

about a meaning or further explanation of certain pieces of data. Having a conversation with the 

participants could have allowed for more thorough descriptions of their experiences, as well as 

providing the study with additional demographic information. Because of these limitations, 

especially in regards to the lack of demographic information, it is imperative that the results are 

not generalized to all individuals that use pornography. 

Implications for Counseling Professionals 

Currently, counselors report not feeling adequately prepared to address excessive 

pornography use with clients (Walters & Spengler, 2016; Bloom et. al, 2016). Because of this, 

and the anonymity desired for many individuals, those that seek help for their pornography use 

often utilize the online self-help option (Kim et al., 2017). This is apparent by the 52,150 

members of PornFree as of May 4, 2018. The community conversations of PornFree read much 

the same as a group counseling session and present many of Yalom’s Therapeutic Factors 

(2005). The request for advice and opportunities to share personal experiences are similar to an 

Alcoholics Anonymous meeting, although this particular data source is not affiliated with a 

professional organization. There is constant support from the other group members with 
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motivation, advice on how to maintain abstinence, when and how to discuss the topic with 

significant others, and exploration of many other topics related to abstaining from pornography. 

This study found countless instances of members’ thankfulness for being a part of PornFree, and 

the desire to help other members is evident by the fact that 77.6% of the data set was in the 

Imparting Information thematic category.  

Although participants in this study report positive changes due to the community, self-

help groups such as PornFree present some restrictions to the treatment process (Jacobs et al., 

2009). With no group therapist or leader, negative dynamics could arise in the group or 

productivity has the potential to decrease with no set structure (Jacobs et al., 2009). Nevertheless, 

knowing these groups exist may help counselors gain more knowledge on the issue and even use 

communities like PornFree as a supplement to treatment. For example, counselors can develop a 

concurrent individual and “group counseling” plan for clients that present with concerns related 

to pornography use (Yalom, 2005). The online group can be used as a group counseling 

substitute where the client obtains valuable information and support from the group members, 

while also working on the underlying individual concerns with the counselor.  

Because individuals may identify as having a pornography addiction, regardless of a 

professional diagnosis, counselors should be aware of the implications that mindset could have 

on clients and the treatment process. Not all clients that excessively use pornography will be 

aware that it could be a problem, however. Counselors that have clients that present with 

negative symptoms should assess for pornography use, as it has been correlated with multiple 

concerns (Resch & Alderson, 2014; Willoughby et al., 2014; Szymanski et al., 2015). The 

findings from this study support that current research by presenting self-reported positive 

changes that occur once the variable of pornography is removed (Park et al., 2016; Wilson, 
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2016). By maintaining knowledge on common trends, counselors can better assess for concerns 

and treat their clients (Walters & Spengler, 2016). Likewise, counselor educators can use the 

results from this study when educating counselors-in-training on pornography use, its negative 

effects, and what experiences are reported when individuals abstain from it. Finally, because the 

online group used for this study supported group counseling’s therapeutic factors (Yalom, 2005), 

counselor educators can also use the results to encourage students to utilize such groups in future 

treatment planning.  

Future Research 

More research is necessary on pornography addiction as a whole. If it remains non-

diagnosable, counselors need to know if treating the concern like other addictions that are in the 

DSM is appropriate or if other treatments are more effective. Although the current study 

explored the experiences of individuals that chose to abstain from pornography, it did not 

analyze the reasons why those individuals chose to do so. The amount of time participants were 

abstinent at the time of data collection did not appear to affect how often they posted to the group 

forum, so future research should examine other aspects that could play a role in the posting 

amount and nature of those postings. Because of the lack of demographic information 

organically discussed in the data, it could not be studied in relation to the experiences of the 

participants. Furthermore, masturbation was a highly debated topic within the PornFree 

community, posing the question of what changes occur in individuals that choose to abstain from 

it as well as pornography. 

Conclusion 

 An inductive Ethnographic Content Analysis was utilized to examine 700 postings to the 

online self-help group forum, PornFree. All postings from 20 members of the group were 



	

	
	

143 

collected on two dates, March 1, 2018, and March 3, 2018. The aim of this study was to uncover 

the nature of postings to PornFree by individuals that were abstinent from pornography for 30 or 

more days. This study sought to uncover information in an area that is lacking in research so that 

counselors and counselor educators are better informed to competently treat individuals that 

experience negative effects from pornography use.  

 Three thematic categories were revealed in the data set. Those themes support Yalom’s 

Therapeutic Factors in group counseling and were Imparting Information, Catharsis, and 

Instillation of Hope. The thematic categories indicated a total of 10 subcategories. Within the 

subcategories, trends and common topics were found and explored by using specific postings. 

Numerous conclusions were made by the researcher based on the findings that may be beneficial 

to counselors and counselor educators. Findings from this study underlined the experiences of 

individuals that have chosen to abstain from pornography. Those experiences ranged from 

withdrawal and detox symptoms to positive life changes, and most importantly, a need for 

support or advice on how to maintain abstinence. The majority of postings were found to be of 

the Imparting Information theme, providing the group with their insight, advice, and 

encouragement, much like online self-help groups and in-person group counseling settings 

(Jasper et al., 2014; Jacobs et al., 2009; Kim et al., 2017; Yalom, 2005). Negative postings were 

uncommon, so the overall culture of the community was uplifting and helpful in nature.  
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