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Recognizing Pornography as a Public Health Crisis

Executive Summary of Policies Contained in this Paper
Summaries will lack rationale and background information and may lose nuance of policy.
You are highly encouraged to read the entire paper.

· AAPA recognizes the potentially addictive and harmful effects of pornography leading to the current public health crisis.
· AAPA urges PAs to be alert in identifying and caring for people being harmed by pornography. With the public health crisis, PAs should ensure they are well informed about the medical, psychological and spiritual needs of persons as well as the resources available for these persons in their community.
· AAPA encourages educational programs to train students to recognize the public health crisis and potentially harmful effects of pornography prior to entering full-time practice.
· AAPA encourages the regulation of unregulated ubiquitous exposure to pornography and the labeling of such to let unaware users be educated of potential addiction and harms associated with viewing pornography.
· AAPA encourages PAs to be aware of the ongoing effects the COVID-19 pandemic has on pornography usage.
· AAPA encourages PAs to be aware of racist content of pornography.

Introduction
	After a brief explanation about the current public health crisis of pornography with its potentially addictive, harmful nature, this policy paper will seek to show how PAs can be integral in the care of persons affected by pornography. Sixteen states have passed legislation stating that pornography is a public health crisis, which ought to prompt medical leaders into action to lead from the front with matters of health policy. (2, 4) Due to recent events with the COVID-19 pandemic and racial injustices being brought into the national spotlight, addendums are included at the end of the policy paper addressing these cogent topics in relation to pornography as a public health crisis.
Pornography affects many demographics, most detrimentally children, contributing to the hyper-sexualization of teens, including prepubescent children in our society. PAs can focus efforts to prevent pornography exposure and potential for addiction, to educate individuals and families concerning its harm and to develop recovery programs available to the public, to pass laws protecting individuals’ rights to live in a porn free environment and hold the porn industry accountable for the health crisis it has created in today’s digital climate. (3)
Public Health Issue
The scope of the problem can be demonstrated even by a large internet pornography website and its viewership from the United States. In 2019 alone, they got 42 Billion visits, almost 1,300 million visits a second with the United States being the country with the highest daily traffic to the site. (5) The Public Health Harms of Pornography, published by the National Center on Sexual Exploitation in February 2018, reports that up to 93% of males and 62% of females viewed pornography in their adolescence. It states that, “the breadth and depth of pornography’s influence on popular culture has created an intolerable situation that impinges on the freedoms and wellbeing of countless individuals.” (3) Their research summary going back to 1950’s demonstrates the normalization and desensitization of pornography to include: hardcore pornography portrays violence and female degradation, teaches consumers that women enjoy sexual violence and degradation, puts consumers at increased risk of committing sexual offenses, increases verbal and physical aggression, impacts what children interpret as normal sexual behavior, harms young brains, and increases the likelihood of increased risky sexual behavior resulting in increase of STIs. (3)
Studies have shown that brain function changes are the same regardless of the addiction to alcohol, drugs or pornography. (7) Addicted pornography viewers do not have the power to stop without going through similar recovery processes required by other addictions. (6) Using a medical model in addressing pornography as an addiction would better serve patient populations affected.
Training Current Medical Personnel
Though pornography exposure and its potentially addictive nature have contributed to creating a public health issue, many health care workers are undertrained and unaware of how to recognize and help individuals. To our knowledge there is no specific study addressing PAs or healthcare providers and their knowledge or training in identifying pornography addicted individuals and/or those suffering from the harmful health effects related to their addiction. Organizations such as The National Decency Coalition have taken a stand in educating the public. (8) PAs need to develop robust educational resources for their own and be able to address and lead on this topic in the legislative and public square.
Health Consequences to Recognize for Policy Changes
	To set a foundation for education and policy change, PAs need to be aware of the litany of negative effects research has shown pornography to have, especially on the pediatric population. Research has shown young children are frequently exposed to what used to be referred to as hard core but is now considered mainstream pornography due to the ubiquity of internet pornography. “This exposure is leading to low self-esteem and body image disorders, an increase in problematic sexual activity at younger ages, and greater likelihood of engaging in risky sexual behavior such as sending sexually explicit images, hookups, multiple sex partners, group sex, and using substances during sex as young adolescents. (1) “Pornography normalizes violence and abuse of women and children.” (1) “It treats women and children as objects and often depicts rape and abuse as if they were harmless” (1) Pornography “increases the demand for sex trafficking, prostitution, and child sexual abuse images” (i.e. child pornography). (1) Pornography use impacts brain development and functioning, contributes to emotional and mental illnesses, shapes deviant sexual arousal, and lead to difficulty forming or maintaining intimate relationships as well as problematic or harmful sexual behaviors and addiction.” (1) Overcoming pornography’s harms is beyond the capability of the afflicted individual to address alone.
Training Future Health Care Workers
	As awareness of the public health crisis of pornography and its potential addiction increases on the federal level, medical education programs must follow suit and equip future medical professionals to recognize and treat individuals. Training should be incorporated into PA program curricula so that all PA students and graduates are able to identify individuals at risk for harm. PAs have the opportunity to take the initiative in training students, which will have a lasting impact on this under-recognized public health issue. Incorporating training on pornography harms and addiction will equip PAs to be at the forefront in the fight to regulate the pornography industry and its potential harms and addiction in the U.S. Though we do not have specific estimates on the cost of incorporating this training into PA educational curriculum, other type addiction treatment models exist and may potentially be modified; therefore the financial impact should be minimal. The cost of providing up to date training to students should be considered a necessity in PA program curriculums.
Advocate for Policy Changes
	PAs are poised to advocate on behalf of their patients in the public health arena and a part of the advocacy should be to address the industries that benefit from harming the public. Through regulating the obscenity industry with their current first amendment protection, PAs can be clear that protecting the public must be the responsibility of legislators to regulate pornography and enforce safe policies. At this point, it is clear the pornography industry is not self-regulating and is causing harm to the general public. PAs can speak from a place of authority with regards to health effects of pornography to sway current public policy that is failing to protect especially children. (1)
Covid-19 and Pornography
	With nationwide lockdowns taking effect in March 2020 and individuals being mandated to isolate and alter social behaviors, online pornography use increased dramatically according to the United States’ largest pornography website. They report an increase of 24% due to a targeted promotion allowing their services free for American users (9). The Journal of Behavioral Addictions, in their letter, “Pornography use in the setting of the COVID-19 pandemic” reports that multiple porn sites saw an increase in searches involving pandemic themes (11). As more data is analyzed, behavioral scientists can determine porn’s impact during COVID-19’s with global isolation and social norms disruption. Many turn to porn in times of powerlessness as a coping mechanism and at the point of publication, the mental wellness of many in the United States is at an all-time low. Though the pandemic may have been a boon for the porn industry, it does not help the average patient, especially those struggling in isolation during a pandemic. 
Racism in America and Pornography
	On May 25th, 2020, George Floyd’s gruesome death spawned national and global protests against police brutality and brought to the forefront difficult conversations regarding racism considered prevalent in all aspects of American life. Racism particularly towards black women is prevalent in the pornography industry. Researcher Carolyn West, a domestic violence expert, has meticulously documented patterns of the demand for racist pornographic content including black women being portrayed in ghetto environments, being raped by Klan members, accentuating stereotypes of the black female body, and animalizing black women (10). Practitioners need to be aware that pornography exploits and profits from deep-set racists’ ideologies. The pornography industry needs to be held accountable for its racist stereotypical content and treatment of black men and women and the negative consequences it has on its users and industry workers.
Conclusion
	PAs are uniquely placed in their employment settings where screening for individuals addicted to pornography, along with all other addictive substances, are encountered and have a responsibility to unite and stand against unregulated pornography access.  It is time to hold the sex entertainment industry accountable for imposing unsolicited pornography upon unsuspecting internet users. We encourage all PAs to be a vital part of the future to end this infringement on our unsuspecting, unsolicited internet environment.
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