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Abstract
This study examined how distinct patterns of pornography use (secret solitary, partner-aware solitary and shared) are associated with sexual satisfaction, sexual pleasure and sexual shame among partnered young people in China and the UK. A total of 1,223 participants (18-25 years) completed measures of pornography use and psychosexual well-being. Participants rated the frequency of each pattern on an 8-point scale; we analysed repeated measures with linear mixed-effects models and tested associations via structural equation modelling with effect-coded gender and culture, including observed interactions. Patterns of use explained more variance in frequency than gender or culture. Secretive use was associated with lower sexual satisfaction and greater sexual shame, although the direction of effects may be bidirectional, reflecting both the relational costs of concealment and its potential roots in dissatisfaction or shame. Partner-aware and shared use were generally associated with more positive outcomes, particularly among women. Despite cultural conservatism and legal restrictions, participants in China reported similar frequency of partner-aware and higher shared use than participants in the UK, whereas elevated shame was observed primarily in the UK, suggesting that local norms may influence engagement, disclosure, and the meanings attached to secrecy and openness within relationships.
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Introduction

Pornography use has become increasingly common among young people with greater internet access and private online spaces (Kachingwe et al. 2020). It serves not only as a source of sexual enjoyment but also for exploration, learning, or coping with relational uncertainty (Raine et al. 2020; Litsou et al. 2021). Within partnerships, pornography has been associated with sexual expression, communication, and intimacy; evidence is mixed, with some studies reporting lower sexual satisfaction (Peterson et al. 2023) and others reporting positive outcomes (Czajeczny et al. 2023). Differences in use patterns may help explain these inconsistencies; research distinguishes between secret solitary, partner-aware, and shared use (Huntington, Markman and Rhoades 2021; Lawless, Karantzas and Knox 2023). This approach also enables consideration of cultural and gender differences that many prior studies overlook (Li et al. 2025a). 

Pornography use patterns and psychosexual well-being in relationships

Pornography use in relationships takes varied forms, and inconsistencies in past findings may stem from limited attention to use contexts. Pornography use is contextual and not mutually exclusive: individuals may move across contexts and along a secrecy–openness continuum (Mardegan 2024; Kohut et al. 2020). However, in this study for analytic clarity, we examine frequency within each context separately in this study and do not assume exclusivity, by focusing on three commonly studied contexts: secret solitary use without a partner’s knowledge, solitary use with a partner’s awareness, and shared use with a partner/s (Huntington, Markman and Rhoades 2021) to capture behavioural differences.
Secret solitary use has been associated with lower relationship satisfaction, possibly reflecting perceived secrecy or boundary violations (Huntington, Markman and Rhoades 2021), although sexually dissatisfied individuals may also conceal use (Muusses, Kerkhof and Finkenauer 2015). Partner-aware use may indicate transparency or autonomy, depending on mutual understanding and expectations (Kohut et al. 2020). Shared use has been associated with more positive implications, encouraging sexual communication and closeness when mutually comfortable (Lawless, Karantzas and Knox 2023). Thus, pornography may relate differently to relationship quality depending on how it is integrated into partners’ sexual lives. 
Despite growing attention, most studies still emphasise relationship satisfaction, leaving other aspects of psychosexual well-being comparatively underexplored (Huntington, Markman and Rhoades 2021). Emerging evidence suggests that these patterns are not psychologically equivalent and may carry distinct associations with four key domains. Findings on sexual satisfaction remain mixed (Abdi et al. 2024; Wright and Tokunaga 2025). In existing research, hidden solitary use is often associated with lower relational quality, whereas shared use is accompanied by greater intimacy and communication (Huntington, Markman and Rhoades 2021; Kohut, Fisher and Campbell 2017). Sexual pleasure and the experiential enjoyment of sexual activity are common motivations for pornography use (Werner, Borgmann and Laan 2023). However, the implications of different usage patterns for sexual pleasure in partnered contexts remain underexplored (Maitland and Neilson 2023). Alongside these positive dimensions, research has also addressed negative experiences. Relational sexual shame, or anxiety and self-consciousness during partnered sex (Higgins 1987) may be heightened by secrecy and alleviated through transparency (Sævik and Konijnenberg 2023). Internalised sexual shame, reflecting self-directed discomfort shaped by cultural or moral norms (Floyd et al. 2022; Peterson et al. 2023), also may vary across usage contexts, though evidence is inconclusive.

Understanding pornography usage through cultural values and gendered scripts

Cultural values and expectations play a central role in individuals’ attitudes towards sexuality and pornography use. Cross-cultural studies show wide variation in how societies regulate and interpret sexual behaviour (Bőthe, Vaillancourt-Morel and Bergeron 2022; Martin Hilber et al. 2010). In the UK, public attitudes have generally become more liberal over recent decades, with acceptance of premarital sex and same-sex relationships rising markedly (National Centre for Social Research 2023), although private feelings of discomfort and shame may persist, particularly in more private or relational contexts. By contrast, China remains more conservative, emphasising restraint, family honour, and harmony (Higgins 1987; Yu, Luo and Xie 2022), which influences both public discourse and perceptions of pornography. 
Legal contexts reinforce these contrasts; many forms of pornography are legal in the UK[footnoteRef:1], whereas Chinese criminal law explicitly prohibits the production, distribution, and sale of sexually explicit content (National People’s Congress Standing Committee 1997). Despite these restrictions, however, pornography remains widely accessed in China (Chen 2022), yet this reality is often overlooked in research on young Chinese people. Moreover, gender norms intersect with cultural scripts and shape how individuals interpret and experience pornography. Sexual double standards remain prevalent, influencing comfort in initiating or refusing sex and are likely to influence how people perceive the acceptability of their own and a partner’s pornography use (Noll, 2022). In more patriarchal settings such as China, these norms are stronger, and women who deviate from dominant societal expectations face heightened scrutiny and moral judgement (Tong and Chen 2025). [1:  As of late July 2025, new age-verification rules under the Online Safety Act 2023 require UK pornography sites to check users’ ages before granting access. This change may have implications for access patterns, privacy concerns, and online behaviour, but its effects have yet to be systematically studied.] 

Importantly, cultural attitudes are not static but evolve with broader social, technological, and informational changes. Greater online access to sexual content and health information has shifted understandings of sexuality (Nikkelen et al. 2020; White et al. 2023). In China, growing exposure to global perspectives increasingly challenges traditional norms, even as legal and moral constraints persist, raising questions about how shifting values interact with longstanding ideologies to influence the psychological implications of pornography use.

The current study

Despite growing volumes of research on pornography use, most studies focus on Western populations, on frequency rather than on patterns and contexts of use, and neglect culture or gender. This study addresses gaps by examining how sociocultural context and gender may influence how individuals engage with pornography via different patterns (secret solitary use, partner-aware use, and shared use), and how such engagement is associated with key dimensions of psychosexual well-being, including sexual satisfaction, sexual pleasure, relational sexual shame, and internalised sexual shame, among young people. A cross-cultural sample of partnered young adults in China and the UK was used. Pornography was defined as material aiming to create or enhance sexual arousal containing (1) explicit genital exposure and/or (2) explicit sexual acts (Hald 2006).  The following research questions were explored:
· RQ1: How does the frequency of pornography use within each use context (i.e. secret solitary, partner-aware solitary and shared use) differ by culture (China vs. UK) and gender (men vs. women)?
· RQ2: How is the frequency of pornography use within each use context associated with dimensions of psychosexual well-being, including sexual satisfaction, sexual pleasure, relational sexual shame, and internalised sexual shame?
· RQ3: Do gender and/or culture moderate the associations between the frequency of pornography use within each use context and psychosexual well-being dimensions?
Method
[bookmark: _Toc9238][bookmark: _Toc4744]
Participants 

Chinese participants were recruited from a large public university and Credamo,[footnoteRef:2] and UK participants were recruited from a university participant pool and Prolific,[footnoteRef:3] using these reputable platforms to broaden demographic coverage beyond students (e.g. employment status, educational background) and reduce single-source selection bias. Eligibility criteria included: being 18–25 years old, identifying as male or female, being currently in a relationship (dating, engaged, or married), and having viewed pornography within the past 12 months.  [2:  Credamo is an online survey and panel platform widely used for recruiting research participants in China.]  [3:  Prolific is an online crowdsourcing platform commonly used for recruiting research participants in the UK and internationally.] 

[bookmark: _Toc9559]
Measures

All measures were developed in the English language. UK participants completed the English language survey; Chinese participants completed a Chinese language version produced via forward translation (bilingual first author) and back-translation (independent bilingual researcher in the field), with discrepancies resolved to ensure conceptual equivalence.

Demographics
[bookmark: _Toc3127]
Participants reported gender, age, ethnicity, country of residence, student/employment status, sexual orientation, relationship status, and the importance of religion in their daily life.
[bookmark: _Toc1291]
Frequency and patterns of pornography use

[bookmark: _Toc11156]Following Wu and Zheng (2022), participants were asked to estimate how often in the previous 12 months they used pornography in each context: (1) secret solitary use, (2) partner-aware solitary use, and (3) shared use. Contexts were treated as non-exclusive and could co-occur for the same individual. Response options ranged from 1 (Never) to 8 (Every day or almost every day).
[bookmark: _Toc19169]
Psychosexual well-being 

Sexual Shame. Seven items from the Sexual Shame Inventory were used to assess Relational Sexual Shame (e.g. “There are some things I just can’t talk about with my sexual partner(s)”) and Internalised Sexual Shame (e.g. “I replay sexual experiences I am ashamed of over and over in my mind”), with reliabilities ranging from α = .76 to .86 (Seebeck 2021). Responses ranged from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). For each subscale, the mean score across items was computed.

Sexual Satisfaction. Ten items from the Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire (e.g. “I like thinking about my sexual life”) were used, with reliability α = .83 (Plopa 2020). Responses ranged from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). The mean score across all items was computed.
[bookmark: _Toc15067]
Sexual Pleasure. Three items from the Sexual Pleasure Scale (e.g. “I find sexual intercourse…”) were used, with reliability α = .94 (Pascoal et al. 2016).  Responses ranged from 1 (Not pleasurable) to 7 (Very pleasurable). The mean score across all items was computed.

Procedure

Data were collected via a 15-minute anonymous online survey (hosted by Qualtrics and SoJump) between February 2024 and April 2025. Participants first read an information sheet and provided informed consent. Upon completing the survey, participants were thanked for their time. Those recruited through the UK university subject pool received course credits, while UK participants who preferred a voucher and all participants recruited from the Chinese university were entered into a raffle to win one of six £25 or 225 CNY vouchers. Participants from Credamo and Prolific were rewarded 5 CNY and £1, respectively. The study was approved by the University of Southampton Faculty Research Ethics Committee (ERGO number 91077).

Statistical analyses

All statistical analyses were conducted in R 4.3.3 (Rosseel 2012). To test differences in pornography use frequency across use pattern (within-subject: secret solitary, partner-aware solitary, shared), gender (men, women), and culture (China, UK), we fitted a linear mixed-effects model (lme4 1.1-37) with a random intercept for participant (ID). Frequency of each pornography use pattern was measured on an 8-point scale (1=Never to 8=Every day/almost every day); data were reshaped to long format so that each participant contributed three observations (one per pattern). Gender and culture were effect-coded (-1=men/China, +1=women/UK). Fixed-effect tests used Type III ANOVA with Satterthwaite degrees of freedom (lmerTest 3.1-3), and we report partial η² for main effects and interactions (effectsize 1.0.0). Significant interactions were probed using estimated marginal means (EMMs; emmeans 1.11.1) with Tukey-adjusted pairwise contrasts. To make the significant two-way interactions explicit, we reported on: (i) within-culture pattern contrasts (collapsing across gender) and China-UK contrasts within each pattern, and (ii) within-gender pattern contrasts (collapsing across culture), and men-women contrasts within each pattern. The direction of contrasts is stated in the tables.
We used structural equation modelling (SEM) in lavaan 0.6-19 to examine associations between the frequency of three pornography use patterns (secret solitary, partner-aware solitary, shared), gender, culture, and four sexual well-being constructs (sexual satisfaction, sexual pleasure, relational sexual shame, internalised sexual shame). All continuous predictors were z-standardised before modelling; gender and culture were effect-coded (-1=men/China, +1=women/UK). Moderation was tested via observed interaction terms (e.g. SecretUse_z × Gender_c, SecretUse_z × Culture_c), and we report standardised coefficients (β; std.all). Models were estimated by maximum likelihood and evaluated with CFI, TLI, RMSEA, and SRMR (Hu and Bentler 1999). We first estimated a full model including all theoretically motivated main effects and two-way interactions involving Gender and Culture; we then fit a reduced model by removing paths that were consistently non-significant and trivially small (e.g. |β| < .04) to improve parsimony without sacrificing fit (cf. Jacobucci et al. 2016). Model comparison relied on AIC/BIC and overall fit (Lin, Huang and Weng 2017). To interpret significant interactions from the reduced SEM, we fit follow-up linear models that matched the SEM specifications and obtained simple slopes using emmeans 1.11.1 (emtrends) at the coded endpoints of the moderators (-1 and +1). 
To aid the interpretation of the results and enhance data transparency, several forms of data visualisation were employed. All visualisations were constructed using the ggplot2 package (version 3.5.2), with additional support from semPlot package (version 1.1.6) for SEM diagramming and ggpubr/RColorBrewer for statistical annotation and colour customisation. 

Results

Scale quality and recruitment-source comparability

In this study, the Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire demonstrated good internal consistency (αChina =.85, αUK =.80), whereas the Sexual Pleasure Scale showed acceptable consistency (αChina =.88, αUK =.89). Two subscales of the Sexual Shame Inventory also demonstrated acceptable reliability: relational sexual shame subscale (αChina =.74, αUK =.77) and internalised sexual shame subscale (αChina =.74, αUK =.72). 
We checked recruitment‐source differences (University vs. platforms) within each gender×culture subgroup for sexual orientation, relationship status, and use‐frequency categories; the results were comparable across sources (all Cramer’s V ≤ .26).

Participants 

Overall, 1,223 participants met the inclusion criteria. All were 18–25 years old, had used pornography in the past year, and were currently in a relationship. Participants represented two cultural contexts—China (55.4%, Mage=22.8, SD=1.97) and the UK (44.6%, Mage=22.4, SD=2.19). Country classification for those with experience in both was based on the longer residence.
Participants from both countries had a balanced gender distribution. Nearly all Chinese participants identified as ethnically Chinese, while UK participants were more ethnically diverse, with most identifying as White and others as Asian, Black, mixed, or other. Many were students, employed, or both. Sexual orientation was mainly heterosexual, although greater diversity was reported in the UK. In both countries, most described themselves as in committed non-cohabiting relationships, followed by married/cohabiting; dating was more common in the UK. Religion was generally of low importance. Detailed demographics are shown in Table 1.

[Please insert Table 1 about here]

RQ1: Frequency of porn use patterns

Among participants from China, 41.8% of men and 22.1% of women reported at least weekly secret solitary use; among those from the UK, the rates were 60.4% and 22.7%, respectively. Very few individuals in either group reported “never,” especially in China (see online Supplemental Table A). Partner-aware solitary use was less frequent. Weekly use was reported by 13.2% of men and 8.4% of women in the China sample, and by 14.7% of men and 9.6% of women in the UK sample. This pattern was more often reported as “never” in the UK sample (men 42.3%, women 38.9%) than in the China sample (men 24.9%, women 25.7%). Shared use was the least common overall. In the China sample, 8.5% of men and 5.4% of women reported at least weekly shared use, while in the UK sample, 6% of men and 1.7% of women did so. Full distributions are provided in online Supplemental Table A.

RQ2: Differences across use patterns, gender, and culture

A 2(culture: China, UK) × 2(gender: men, women) × 3(use pattern: secret solitary, partner-aware solitary, shared) mixed-effects model showed main effects of use pattern F(2, 2438)=963.41, p<.001, η²=.44, gender F(1, 1219)=54.71, p<.001, η²=.04, and culture F(1, 1219)=10.26, p=.001, η²=.008. Two interactions were significant: pattern×culture F(2, 2438)=59.85, p<.001, η²=.05 and pattern×gender F(2, 2438)=22.88, p<.001, η²=.02; whereas the three-way interaction was not significant (p=.61). 
Within each gender×culture subgroup, the ordering was the same (secret solitary use>partner-aware solitary use>shared use; all Tukey-adjusted ps<.05), but the pattern×culture interaction showed higher secret solitary use in the UK sample and higher shared use in the sample from China. The pattern×gender interaction indicated that men reported higher secret solitary and partner-aware solitary use than women, whereas shared use was lowest for both genders and showed the weakest gender differences. See Figure 1 and online Supplementary Tables B–C for the full results.

[Please insert Figure 1 about here] 

RQ3: Pornography use and sexual well-being

A full bivariate correlation matrix for all SEM variables is provided in online Supplemental Table D. Model fit indices suggested the reduced model was more efficient and adequate (online Supplemental Table E). Regression results are shown in Table 2 and simple slopes in online Supplemental Table F. Figure 2 shows a heatmap of standardised coefficients.  

	[Please insert Table 2 and Figure 2 about here]

Sexual satisfaction

Secret use was associated with lower sexual satisfaction, whereas shared use was associated with higher sexual satisfaction; women and participants in the UK sample reported lower satisfaction overall. Two gender interactions clarified these associations: for secret use, the association with satisfaction was negative among men β=-0.220, SE=0.05, 95%CI [-0.307,-0.132] but not significant among women β=-0.092, SE=0.05, 95%CI [-0.187, 0.004]; for partner-aware solitary use, the association was positive among women β=0.223, SE=0.06, 95%CI [0.113, 0.332] but non-significant among men.

Sexual pleasure

Shared use was associated with higher sexual pleasure. Women reported lower pleasure overall. Two gender interactions showed that: for secret use, the association with pleasure was negative among women β=-0.113, SE=0.05, 95%CI [-0.205, -0.021], but not significant among men; for partner-aware solitary use, the association was positive among women β=0.250, SE=0.06, 95%CI [0.143, 0.356] and not significant among men. A culture interaction also emerged for secret use: the association was positive for the China sample β=0.124, SE=0.05, 95%CI [0.037, 0.211], but negative for the UK sample β=-0.200, SE=0.04, 95%CI [-0.284, -0.116].

Relational sexual shame

Shared use was associated with lower relational sexual shame, and participants in the China sample reported higher relational sexual shame overall. The Secret×culture interaction showed that, for secret use, the association was positive in the sample from China  β=0.124, SE=0.05, 95%CI [0.037, 0.211], but negative in the UK sample β=-0.200, SE=0.04, 95%CI [-0.284, -0.116].

Internalised sexual shame

Women reported higher internalised sexual shame overall. Shared×culture interaction showed that, for shared use, the association was positive in the UK sample β=0.200, SE=0.07, 95%CI [0.072, 0.328] but not significant in the sample from China.

Discussion

Pornography use frequency across patterns, gender and culture (RQ 1 and 2)_

The findings highlight the importance of distinguishing between different patterns of pornography use, which account for more variance in self-reported frequency than either gender or culture alone. The non-significant three-way interaction indicates that the two-way interactions (pattern×gender; pattern×culture) were not further moderated by the third factor in this dataset; we therefore interpret moderation at the two-way level only.
Gender differences in usage patterns were observed consistently among participants in the China and UK samples, with men reporting higher overall pornography use, particularly in secretive contexts, consistent with previous research on men’s pornography use across different cultural settings (Arikewuyo, Ozad and Lasisi 2019; Sun et al. 2016). This pattern may be interpreted through contemporary extensions of sexual script theory, which highlight the ongoing influence of gender norms on sexual behaviour (Marshall and Miller 2023). Men are often brought up to see sexuality as something self-directed, so using pornography alone can be viewed as fitting with ideals of self-reliance. Yet, in some settings, this behaviour is viewed less positively, being framed as a sign of lacking a partner or being socially isolated. In UK English slang, for example, the term “wanker” is a powerful insult (other than when used between friends as a form of mock play), showing how male masturbation is stigmatised rather than simply accepted as private form of sexual expression. Further, while in general women are more likely to use pornography alone, they also tend to be more likely than men to use pornography with a partner(s), perhaps reflecting norms that link female sexuality to emotional intimacy and communicative engagement (Kılıç Onar, Armstrong and Graham 2020; Li 2022; Li et al. 2025b). 
Cultural differences in pornography use were also observed, with participants in the UK reporting higher frequency of secret use, a finding that is unsurprising given the more liberal sexual climate in the UK. However, the results of the present study showed no statistically significant difference in partner-aware solitary use, and Chinese participants even reported higher shared use than UK participants, which, while somewhat unexpected, is not entirely unanticipated. Prior research has shown that Chinese people continue to access pornography at high rates despite legal prohibitions. For instance, a survey reported by the Global Times (2016) found that over 68% of Chinese adults aged 18-29 had consumed pornographic content during the first half of 2015, and a recent survey of mainland university students also showed that many reported learning about sexual and reproductive health from media sources, primarily pornography (Zou et al. 2025). Research has further demonstrated that pornography use among Chinese adolescents and university students is prevalent and associated with evolving open attitudes towards sexuality and premarital sex (Peng, Su and Zheng 2025). Importantly, the unexpected similarity in partner-aware use frequency across cultures, coupled with higher shared use among Chinese young people, may reflect that cultural norms in both contexts influence not only patterns of engagement but also willingness to disclose such behaviours. In collectivist societies like China, an emphasis on relational harmony and social conformity may suppress both engagement in - and disclosure of - secret sexual activities to a greater extent than for partner-aware or shared activities (Lee and Tamborini 2005).

Secretive pornography use and psychosexual well-being (RQ3)

Sexual satisfaction and sexual pleasure

Previous studies examining the association between pornography use and sexual satisfaction have yielded inconsistent results, even when accounting for gender (Abdi et al. 2024; Wright and Tokunaga 2025). The present study extends prior research by showing that more frequent secretive pornography use was associated with lower sexual satisfaction. Recent evidence suggests that concealment in relationships occurs alongside lowered trust, reduced emotional intimacy, and less open communication (Bedrov and Gable 2024). In sexual contexts, secrecy may introduce ambiguity and reduce perceived responsiveness from a partner, both factors associated with lower relationship quality (Afifi and Afifi 2020). By limiting opportunities for shared understanding, secretive use may weaken the emotional connection needed for sexual satisfaction; conversely, lower emotional connection may also prompt more secretive behaviours.
Cultural differences emerged unexpectedly in the association between secretive pornography use and sexual pleasure. Among young people in the China sample, more frequent secretive use was associated with higher reports of pleasure, whereas the association was negative among the young people in the UK sample. This contrast aligns with broader cultural frameworks that shape how individuals interpret private sexual behaviour. In contexts where sexuality is subject to strong social regulation, as in Chinese society, concealment may facilitate a sense of psychological autonomy and enhance the novelty or intensity of the experience. Prior research on cultural sexual norms has shown that taboo and repression may amplify subjective interest and arousal, especially among young people (Yu, Luo and Xie 2022; Crespo-Fernández 2018). In contrast, secretive engagement with pornography among young individuals in Western contexts, such as the UK, may be associated with interpersonal tension and internal conflict. A qualitative study of adults in Britain found that many participants concealed their pornography use and described feelings of shame, isolation and relationship tension, suggesting that secrecy may be associated with psychological distress and hinder open communication within relationships (Macdowall et al. 2025).

Sexual shame

Cultural differences also emerged regarding sexual shame. Among young people in the UK sample, more frequent secret use was associated with elevated relational sexual shame. This association may reflect Western cultural norms that place a high value on authenticity and open communication in relationships. Within such contexts, secrecy may be perceived as a deviation from relational expectations, potentially associated with self-directed feelings of moral discomfort (Li 2022). Among participants from China, no significant associations were observed between secret use and relational sexual shame. These findings are consistent with prior research suggesting that sexual shame in collectivist cultures is not always contingent upon specific behaviours but is instead rooted in long-standing concerns over maintaining social harmony and public image; for example, Peng, Su and Zheng (2025) found that Chinese individuals’ experience of sexual shame was more strongly associated with mianzi (face) and fear of negative evaluation than with specific sexual behaviours. In such settings, shame is often influenced by perceived social disapproval rather than self-directed shame. When behaviours like shared or secretive pornography use are not explicitly condemned by close others or relational partners, individuals may not experience heightened internalised shame, even if broader cultural values remain conservative (Liyanage and Usoof-Thowfeek 2023). It is also possible that in the Chinese context experiences of sexual shame are shaped by government policies that restrict pornography. In this setting, secrecy may be driven less by a sense of personal moral failure and more by broader structural constraints that discourage open consumption (Peng, Su and Zheng 2025).

Partner-aware and shared pornography use and psychosocial well-being (RQ3)

Sexual satisfaction and sexual pleasure

Consistent with previous research (Lawless, Karantzas and Knox 2023; Wright and Tokunaga 2025), the current study’s findings indicate that both partner-aware and shared pornography use were positively associated with sexual satisfaction and sexual pleasure; this could be understood as a reflection of increased intimacy and trust facilitated by mutual engagement in sexual exploration. Prior research has suggested that the integration of pornography into partnered sexual activities can enhance sexual communication and promote mutual understanding; similarly, partner-aware use may foster emotional safety and reinforce trust by reducing secrecy and affirming sexual expression within the relationship (Kohut, Fisher and Campbell 2017). Particularly in more sexually restrictive contexts, such as China, shared use may serve a particularly adaptive function, offering a socially acceptable means of navigating sexual expression within the bounds of relational intimacy.
Prior studies have found that pornography use acknowledged by a partner is associated with greater body appreciation, sexual self-reflection, and self-efficacy among women (Sommet and Berent 2023). Our findings support previous results by indicating that partner-aware pornography use is more strongly associated with increased sexual satisfaction and pleasure among women. In their studies in Malaysia and Türkiye respectively, Goh, Phuah and Low (2023) and Arikewuyo, Ozad and Lasisi (2019) similarly reported that partner-aware use was associated with enhanced sexual confidence and consciousness for both genders, but particularly benefits women by disrupting restrictive social scripts.

Sexual shame

The results indicate that use patterns may play an important role in how pornography use is emotionally evaluated. Specifically, shared pornography use was associated with reduced relational and internalised sexual shame overall. In cultural contexts where sexual expression remains highly regulated, engagement with a partner may offer a socially acceptable framework for navigating intimacy. This form of co-use can establish mutual understanding and emotional safety, helping to reduce the stigma often surrounding solitary or concealed sexual behaviours. In collectivist societies such as China, where emotional well-being is closely tied to interpersonal approval and relational harmony, shared use may hold particular symbolic value by affirming “legitimacy” through trust-based interaction and culturally endorsed relational scripts (Lyu, Shen and Hesketh 2020). 
Notably, a contrasting pattern was observed for internalised sexual shame. The association between higher shared use and elevated internalised sexual shame was present only in the UK sample, which may reflect established distinctions in shame attribution. In individualistic societies like the UK, shame is typically self-focused, arising from internal evaluations and a perceived failure to align with personal or relational ideals (Liyanage and Usoof-Thowfeek 2023). Thus, when partnered sexual activities, such as shared pornography use evoke emotional discomfort or unmet expectations, individuals may be inclined to blame themselves.  By contrast, in collectivist cultures, shame is more often other-focused and rooted in concerns about external judgement and social harmony. In such contexts, behaviours such as shared pornography use may be less emotionally disruptive when perceived as relationally endorsed or aligned with partner expectations, thereby mitigating additional shame responses. 

Implications and limitations

This study advances pornography research by examining usage patterns rather than focussing on overall frequencies, highlighting the role of transparency and partner involvement in understanding outcomes. Cross-cultural comparison adds nuance, suggesting how collectivist and individualist orientations may differentially structure experiences of emotional responses related to pornography engagement.
Limitations include the study’s cross-sectional design, its reliance on self-report, and its restricted cultural scope, particularly in China, where participation may be biased toward individuals more willing to disclose. Gender was also analysed as a binary variable, limiting the inclusion of diverse identities. Analyses by sexual orientation were not undertaken due to the small number of participants in some categories. Lastly, our three-context scheme (secret solitary, partner-aware solitary, shared) offers a somewhat coarse representation of a more complex and overlapping social and behavioural space.

Conclusion

Patterns of pornography use, especially whether use is secret or shared, carry more weight for psychosexual well-being than frequency alone. In this study, secretive use was associated with lower sexual satisfaction and greater shame, likely in a bidirectional cycle whereby dissatisfaction prompts concealment, and concealment reinforces distress. By contrast, partner-aware and shared use were generally associated with more positive outcomes, particularly among women. Despite legal and cultural restrictions, young people’s engagement with pornography in China was not uniformly associated with negative outcomes; while partner-aware use was similarly common across cultures, and shared use was higher in China, elevated shame was observed primarily in the UK. These cross-cultural differences may reflect how local norms influence engagement, disclosure, and the meanings attached to secrecy and openness within relationships. Future research should employ longitudinal and more diverse designs to clarify causality and broaden understanding of pornography use across cultural contexts, gender identities, relationship types and usage contents, while also incorporating additional factors and modelling strategies to accommodate overlapping patterns of use. 
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Table 1. Number and percentages of demographic characteristics.
	 
	Option
	China (n = 677)
	UK (n = 546)

	 
	
	N
	%
	N
	%

	Gender
	Male
	342
	50.5
	317
	58.1

	
	Female
	335
	49.5
	229
	41.9

	Residence for more than one year
	China
	677
	100
	.
	.

	
	UK
	.
	.
	543
	99.5

	
	Both but longer in the UK
	.
	.
	3
	0.5

	Ethnicity
	White
	.
	.
	435
	79.7

	
	Black
	.
	.
	30
	5.5

	
	Chinese
	674
	99.6
	2
	0.4

	
	Other Asian
	3
	0.4
	38
	7.0

	
	Arab
	.
	.
	1
	0.2

	
	Mixed or multiple ethnic groups
	.
	.
	35
	6.4

	
	Any other ethnic group
	.
	.
	5
	0.9

	Current Occupation
	Working full-time or part-time
	302
	44.6
	271
	49.6

	
	Student
	246
	36.3
	192
	35.2

	
	Unemployed
	.
	.
	25
	4.6

	
	Student with part-time work
	115
	17.0
	56
	10.3

	
	Student and stay-home parent
	10
	1.5
	.
	.

	
	Student and stay-home parent with part-time work
	4
	0.6
	.
	.

	
	Prefer not to say
	.
	.
	2
	0.4

	Sexual Orientation
	Heterosexual or straight
	613
	90.5
	384
	70.3

	
	Gay or lesbian
	21
	3.1
	36
	6.6

	
	Bisexual
	40
	5.9
	117
	21.4

	
	Asexual
	.
	.
	6
	1.1

	
	Other Sexual Orientation
	2
	0.3
	2
	0.4

	
	Prefer not to say
	1
	0.1
	1
	0.2

	Relationship Status
	Dating
	91
	13.4
	114
	20.9

	
	Committed relationship/s but not cohabitating
	352
	52.0
	265
	48.5

	
	Married or Cohabitating relationship/s
	233
	34.4
	159
	29.1

	
	Other
	1
	0.1
	8
	1.5

	Importance of Religion
	Not at all important
	176
	26.0
	322
	59.0

	
	Low
	188
	27.8
	89
	16.3

	
	A little
	124
	18.3
	38
	7.0

	
	Medium
	53
	7.8
	33
	6.0

	
	A lot
	90
	13.3
	29
	5.3

	
	High
	37
	5.5
	19
	3.5

	 
	Very important
	9
	1.3
	16
	2.9
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Table 2. Standardised regression coefficients and R² values from the reduced SEM model.
	 
	Factor
	β (std)
	z
	p
	Adjusted R²

	Sexual Satisfaction
	Secret Solitary Use
	-0.074
	-2.74
	< .01
	.107

	
	Shared Use
	0.275
	10.02
	< .001
	

	
	Gender
	-0.103
	-3.91
	< .001
	

	
	Culture
	-0.079
	-3.17
	< .01
	

	
	Secret Solitary Use×Gender
	0.057
	2.16
	.03
	

	
	Partner-Aware Solitary Use×Gender
	0.062
	2.3
	.02
	

	Sexual Pleasure
	Secret Solitary Use
	0.015
	0.52
	.6
	.104

	
	Shared Use
	0.16
	5.83
	< .001
	

	
	Gender
	-0.194
	-6.97
	< .001
	

	
	Secret Solitary Use×Gender
	-0.061
	-2.17
	.03
	

	
	Partner-Aware Solitary Use×Gender
	0.072
	2.56
	< .01
	

	
	Secret Solitary Use×Culture
	-0.168
	-6.75
	< .001
	

	Relational Sexual Shame
	Shared Use
	-0.096
	-4.31
	< .001
	.047

	
	Culture
	-0.157
	-7.29
	< .001
	

	
	Partner-Aware Solitary Use×Gender
	-0.008
	-0.37
	.71
	

	
	Secret Solitary Use×Culture
	0.109
	5.21
	< .001
	

	
	Shared Use×Culture
	0.049
	1.81
	0.07
	

	Internalised Sexual Shame
	Gender
	0.075
	3.55
	< .001
	.010

	
	Shared Use×Culture
	0.067
	2.49
	0.01
	


Note. Standardised coefficients (β; std.all) from SEM are shown with z and two-tailed p. Predictors were effect-coded (Gender: -1=men, +1=women; Culture: -1=China, +1=UK). Use-pattern variables are frequencies for secret solitary, partner-aware solitary, and shared use. Interaction terms are products of standardised frequencies and the effect-coded moderators. 


[image: ]
Note. Mean pornography use frequency (± standard error) is displayed for each use pattern, grouped by gender and culture. Bars are colour-coded by gender and presented separately for each cultural context. Statistical significance from pairwise contrasts is annotated using asterisks (p < .05, p < .01, p < .001), highlighting within-group differences in use frequency across use patterns. Seven-point scales were used to test the frequency of three pornography use patterns in the previous twelve months, by asking: “During the past 12 months, how often have you viewed or read pornography (movies, videos, magazines, websites, or adult romantic novels) (1) alone in secret/ (2) alone, but your partner was aware/ (3) with your partner?” Response options ranged from 1 (Never) to 8 (Every day or almost every day)

Figure 1. Bar Plot of Pornography Use Frequency with Pairwise Contrasts by Gender and Culture
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Note. Heatmap displaying the strength and direction of standardised regression coefficients between pornography-use patterns (and their interactions with Gender/Culture) and psychosexual well-being outcomes from the reduced SEM. Blue denotes negative associations; red denotes positive associations. Coefficients are standardised (β; std.all). Predictors used effect coding (Gender: -1=men, +1=women; Culture: -1=China, +1=UK).


Figure 2. Heatmap of Standardised Path Coefficients
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