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“Protecting children from sale, sexual exploitation and sexual abuse:
progress, new frontiers and the path forward”

Contribution from the European Centre for Law and Justice (ECLJ)

The European Centre for Law and Justice (ECLJ), An international non-governmental
organization founded in 1998 and dedicated to promoting and protecting human rights in
Europe and around the world, with special consultative status with the United
Nations/ECOSOC since 2007, is honored to submit this contribution to the Special Rapporteur
on the sale, sexual exploitation, and sexual abuse of children.

The ECLJ would like to draw the Special Rapporteur’s attention to a major challenge that
remains in the fight against sexual abuse of children: the taboo that still surrounds the link
between child exposure to online pornography and sexual abuse. There is an urgent need for
awareness on this issue, as it is unacceptable that the fight against all forms of sexual abuse
affecting children should be hampered by the existence of such a blind spot. The ECLJ
therefore calls on the Special Rapporteur to take advantage of the draft report to explicitly
affirm the link between child exposure to online pornography and sexual abuse, so that
all forms of sexual abuse can be recognized and combated.

In this context, the ECLJ would like to express its sincere gratitude to the Special Rapporteur
for addressing the issue of child exposure to pornography and its “significant impact on a child s
development, leading to trivialization of the phenomenon and distorting what is considered
normal sexual interactions” in her report on “Existing and emerging sexually exploitative
practices against children in the digital environment” (2024, A/79/122, §86), in which she
indicated that she had taken into account the contribution we had provided her.

This contribution will first show that child exposure to online pornography is a factor in sexual
abuse (I) and then that it constitutes a form of sexual abuse (II).



I. CHILD EXPOSURE TO ONLINE PORNOGRAPHY, A FACTOR IN
SEXUAL ABUSE

Combating sexual abuse requires tackling its causes. However, child exposure to online
pornography appears to be one of the causes of many cases of child sexual abuse, particularly
perpetrated by other children. Indeed, a correlation between pornography consumption and
sexual violence among young people can be observed, as psychologist Maria Hernandez-Mora
states: “Pornography has an influence on the sexual development of minors, particularly in the
reproduction of violent sexual behavior, which directly concerns the issue of sexual violence
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among minors’.
A. An increase in sexual abuse of minors committed by minors

In general, there is unanimous agreement that the number of minors sexually assaulted by other
minors is on the rise. A study conducted in the United States and published in 2020 concluded
that 76.7% of male minors and 70.1% of female minors who are victims of sexual abuse are
abused by a peer.” In a resolution on pornography, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council
of Europe (PACE) notes that “Law-enforcement authorities have reported a massive spike in
cases of harmful sexual behaviour by children”? It is troubling to observe, as the French
Ministry of Justice has done, that with a “significant increase between 1996 and 2018, nearly
one in two cases of rape and sexual assault of minors handled by the public prosecutor's office
in 2020 involved a minor perpetrator (at the time of the offense)”,* that is, precisely during the
rise of the internet.

B. Minors’ exposure to pornography blamed...

Exposure to pornography may explain this increase. A study that followed adolescents aged 10
to 15 over a three-year period concluded that “intentional exposure to violent x-rated material
over time predicted an almost 6-fold increase in the odds of self-reported sexually aggressive
behavior”.> Noting the “alarming trend of children sexually assaulting other children”, Heidi
Olson, Certified Pediatric Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner, warns that “an increasingly common
theme [they] are hearing from offenders is that pornography is what led them to harm other
children” and she adds that “we are losing a precious generation of kids who believe sexual
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violence is the norm”.% Another testimony from a scientific journal supports this view: “The
patients we see frequently mention repeated exposure to or even heavy use of pornography, as
in the case of Mohamed, 15 (...), who is under investigation for sexually assaulting girls at his
school and raping two of his neighbors who are under 10 years old”.” Maria Hernandez-Mora
reports that “Juvenile court judges in Spain and Denmark say that since the advent of
pornography—and especially smartphones, which have found their way into children's
pockets—sexual assaults among minors have skyrocketed. For example, studies have found that
one in six boys aged 14 to 18 has already choked his partner or slapped her in the face (Jones,
2018)”.8 The UN Special Rapporteur on violence against women and girls, its causes and
consequences, noted in her May 2024 report that “The regular exposure of children to
pornography has also been linked to the quadrupling of underaged victims of sexual offences

over the past decade, where the victims are mainly girls”.’

In general, the PACE has thus affirmed that early exposure to pornography “can lead to sexual
violence”,'° while a report presented to the PACE further highlighted that « Watching porn
frequently [...] can be traced back in the lives of convicted perpetrators. Amongst high rate
consumers of porn, sexual aggression is much more likely to occur.’'! Finally, “adolescent porn
use increases the development of intrapsychic sexual scripts, which contain ambiguous

communication or sexual aggression.”"?

The increase in sexual abuse of minors committed by minors is not surprising given the violent
nature of pornography and the characteristics of the adolescent brain.
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1. ... due to the pervasive violence in pornographic content

It is well known that violence is omnipresent in pornography. According to an analysis of the
50 most popular pornographic videos, 88% of scenes contain physical violence and 49% contain
at least one instance of verbal abuse!’. In the documentary Pornocratie : les nouvelles
multinationales du sexe, actresses testify to the increase in this violence: “It’s become more
brutal, people have gone crazy, much crazier than before.”'* By contributing to the
normalization of rape and violence, viewing pornographic videos is thus a risk factor for sexual
offenses.'” In 1993, the European Parliament acknowledged thus that “pornography is an
affront to human dignity and stimulates certain symptoms of undesirable social behaviour,
particularly against women. ”'®

2. ... due to the characteristics of the brain of minors

Minors’ brains are still developing until the age of 25, according to scientists. They are highly
sensitive to dopamine (the pleasure hormone), and the role of mirror neurons, which are
strongly activated by exposure to pornography, has also been highlighted. While these neurons
enable children to develop “on the one hand, through behaviors learned by imitation, and on
the other hand, through the empathetic mother-child relationship,” their significant activation
“facilitates the imitation of pornographic content among adolescents with their peers and, on
the other hand, reduces empathy. This empathic disconnection can promote aggressive behavior

among minors (and also among adults) and also call into question the notion of consent.”"’

II. CHILD EXPOSURE TO ONLINE PORNOGRAPHY: A FORM OF SEXUAL
ABUSE

The act of intentionally exposing a child to pornographic material is clearly a form of sexual
abuse. However, exposing a child to online pornography, especially when this exposure is
unintentional, is already a form of sexual abuse:'® while the intention may differ, the act of
exposure remains the same and has similar consequences.
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A. Child exposure to pornography falls under the definition of sexual abuse.

Child exposure to pornography falls under the definition of sexual abuse. The author Pierre
Collart defines sexual abuse as “any sexual interaction involving a person or persons who do
not consent to it. [...] Sexual abuse therefore includes all acts directed at the victim's physical
intimacy, which assault their sensory sphere and/or use their body. These include verbal and
non-verbal forms, gestures, visual acts, exhibitionism, voyeurism [...]”."° Acts that do not
involve contact with the genital area can also constitute sexual abuse.

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), child sexual abuse is “the involvement of
a child in sexual activity that he or she does not fully comprehend, is unable to give informed
consent to, or for which the child is not developmentally prepared, or else that violates the laws
or social taboos of society” *° The UN General Secretariat defines sexual abuse as “the actual
or threatened physical intrusion of a sexual nature, whether by force or under unequal or

coercive conditions” *!

Many childhood professionals (educators, psychologists, etc.) compare the unintentional
exposure of children to pornography, accounting for more than 40% of first encounters with
it,>? to “psychological rape”. This was the view expressed by professionals who spoke at
conferences on the subject of minors’ exposure to pornography and its dangers, organized by
the European Parliament and in which ECLIJ participated. This was particularly emphasized
during the conference entitled “Child exposure to pornography: a form of child abuse?”,
organized on 10 June 2025, by MEP Margarita de la Pisa Carrion (Spain). It is indeed a “shock
[that] is akin to psychological stupefaction, because the child does not have the keys or the
maturity to integrate these images, which are far removed from what he or she, in his or her
childish imagination, could imagine about sexuality and the adult body.”*

It is not by chance that in French law, Article 227-24 of the Penal Code, which punishes the
exposure of minors to pornography with three years’ imprisonment and a fine of 75,000 euros,
appears in a paragraph on “sexual offences committed against minors”, itself belonging to a
section dealing with “endangering minors” in a title on “offences against the human person”.

B. Child exposure to pornography and the consequences of sexual abuse

Like any sexual abuse, children’s exposure to pornography can cause serious psychological,
physical and behavioral damage. Research shows that “the disturbances induced by the viewing
of this type of program by young children [can] lead to psychic and behavioral disturbances

19 Collart, Pierre. « L’abus sexuel : discussion de la définition, éléments de diagnostic et de prévention », Service
social, volume 63, numéro 1, 2017, p.29—42 (our translation).

20 WHO and International Society for Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect, Preventing Child Maltreatment: a
guide to taking action and generating evidence, 2006, p.10.

2! Secretary-General’s Bulletin, Special measures for protection from sexual exploitation and sexual abuse, 9
October 2003, ST/SGB/2003/13*

22 See Maria Hernandez-Mora, « L’influence de la consommation de pornographie sur le mineur

consommateur », op. cit., p.123-124.

2 Ibid., p. 124.
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similar to those of sexual abuse”** If unintentional exposure of children to pornography is
comparable to psychological rape, this finding is hardly surprising.

Early viewing of pornography is not without consequences, as recognized by the PACE, which
said it was “alarmed by the unprecedented exposure of children to pornographic imagery, which
is detrimental to their psychological and physical development” *® In fact, it “brings increased
risks of harmful gender stereotyping, addiction to pornography, early and unhealthy sexual
relationships, as well as difficulties with developing balanced, respectful relationships in future
life”; similarly, it “results in the blurring of the boundaries of normal curiosity towards sexuality
and those of socially acceptable behaviour, and it undermines respect for human dignity,
privacy and physical integrity” *® On the other hand, “Recent studies have analysed the impact
of pornography on young peoples behaviour and attitudes, highlighting mostly its negative
effects regarding gender equality. As teenage years are a time for young people to develop an

image of themselves and to discover their sexuality, this impact can be deep and lifelong” *’

Young people’s exposure to pornography thus increases the likelihood that they will accept and
adopt harmful and risky sexual behavior, both for themselves and for others: sexual activity at
an earlier age,?® sexting,”” multiple sexual partners, deviant sexual practices, use of
psychoactive substances and vulnerability to STIs.*

It also causes serious psychological damage to children. Overall, “research suggests that
children who consume pornography [...] have lower levels of social integration and higher
levels of undesirable behavior. They also have a higher incidence of depressive symptoms and
reduced emotional bonds with their parents”.>! The “perfect” bodies shown in this content are
likely to give rise to complexes®?: Maria Hernandez-Mora refers to “the development of a kind
of dysmorphophobia, that is, a rejection of the body as it is, with significant body image issues.
(...) These are also the observations of plastic surgeons, who tell me that the emergence of these
complexes at such a young age is a recent phenomenon, with requests for early and surprising
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26 Ibid., §2-3.
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30 Elizabeth M. Morgan, “Associations between Young Adults’ Use of Sexually Explicit Materials and Their
Sexual Preference, Behaviors, and Satisfaction”, The Journal of Sex Research 48, no. 6 (2011): 520-530.
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32 01net, “Exclusif (IFOP) - 8 Francais sur 10 doutent de I’efficacité du blocage des sites X, IFOP study for
Olnet carried out by online self-administered questionnaire from April 13 to 17, 2023 on a sample of 2,006
people, representative of the French population aged 18 and over: note the 17-point increase among young men
compared with 2013.



surgery. For example, teenage girls are asking for vaginal lip surgery.”** Early exposure to
pornography leads to the development of unrealistic and distorted expectations of sexuality and
misleading attitudes towards relationships. It has detrimental effects “on their self-esteem, well-
being, relationships, equal opportunities and achievements in school. In some cases, it can lead
to sexual violence and be severely detrimental to their physical and mental health” >* Thus, in
its Communication on a comprehensive approach to mental health (7 June 2023), the European
Commission stated that, concerning children and young people, “This includes: protecting them

from inappropriate content”;* the summary report of this Communication expressly refers to

pornography as one of the harmful effects of social media against which the at-risk group of
children and adolescents must be protected (p. 6).

C. Child exposure to pornography and the responsibility of pornographic industry

The technology sector bears a huge responsibility when it comes to children’s exposure to
online pornography. In particular, the pornography industry is well aware that children are
currently being exposed to this type of content unintentionally, but also that many others are
consulting it voluntarily.

‘Children’ is synonymous with ‘money’ for this industry, which seems to feel no qualms about
sacrificing the younger generation on the altar of profit. As a report by the Ennocence
association has shown, “the porn industry s ferocious marketing” and “various techniques used
by [it] to attract Internet users against their will”, including children, are particularly at issue
(advertising clicks, clandestine sites, use of hidden keywords, downloading, streaming and live
streaming illegal websites)*S. Exposure of minors to online pornography is a major source of
revenue for the industry: on the order of $789 million a year, including around $147 million
generated by accidental exposure, not to mention the fact that these minors are tomorrow’s
customers.>’” An ARCOM study showed that “minors represent 12% of the audience of 'adult’
sites, 17% of Pornhub's audience”3?

Conclusion
While child exposure to online pornography appears to constitute both a form of sexual abuse

and a risk factor for the commission of sexual abuse against other children, it is necessary to
prevent children from viewing pornographic content by any means possible, in order to avoid

33 Maria Hernandez-Mora, « L’influence de la consommation de pornographie sur le mineur consommateur »,
op. cit., p.133 (our translation).

34 PACE, Fighting the over-sexualisation of children, Resolution 2119 (2016), 21 June 2016, §2.

35 European Commission, Communication on a comprehensive approach to mental health, COM(2023) 298
final, 7 June 2023, p.10.

36 Ennocence, Réseaux sociaux, streaming, live streaming et téléchargement illégal : nouvelles portes d’entrée
des enfants vers le monde de la pornographie, premier pas vers une sensibilisation de notre société sur ces sujets,
2016, p.21-25 (our translation).

37 Ibid., p.13.

38 ARCOM, La fréquentation des sites « adultes » par les mineurs, May 2023, p. 23.
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as far as possible the resulting trauma and the reproduction of behaviours seen in this type of
content.

In this context, it is particularly interesting to note that the European Parliament seems to have
recently acknowledged the link between child exposure to pornography and sexual abuse during
the first reading of the proposal to recast the European Directive of 13 December 2011 on
combating the sexual abuse and sexual exploitation of children, as well as child pornography.
On 17 June 2025, MEPs adopted this proposal, which included the following provisions:*

e 2. Causing, for sexual purposes, a child who has not reached the age of sexual consent,
or a child who is above the age of sexual consent and does not consent to witness sexual
activities, including by exposing that child to pornographic content, even without
having to participate, shall be punishable by a maximum term of imprisonment of at
least 1 year.” (Article 3 § 2).

A new Recital 15 a also refers to it: “In order to achieve greater protection for children
online and to reinforce preventive measures, also the intentional conduct of exposing
children to pornographic content, for sexual purposes, should be criminalised.”

e “2a. Disseminating pornographic content online without putting in place robust and
effective age verification tools to effectively prevent children from accessing
pornographic content online shall be punishable by a maximum term of
imprisonment of at least 1 year” (New article 3 § 2a).

By requiring all EU Member States to penalise such behaviour, this text would protect children
on an equal footing across Europe. It would oblige platforms distributing pornographic content
on European territory to implement strict age verification measures, under penalty of criminal
sanctions.

It is therefore to be hoped that these provisions will survive the interinstitutional negotiations
to which the text must be subjected, so that they can ultimately be definitively adopted.

3 The expressions in italics below correspond to the amendments adopted at first reading. See the procedure file,
particularly the Decision by Parliament, st reading.
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