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The United Nations Must Take Action to Protect Children
From Violations Of Their Rights Resulting From Exposure
to Pornography

1. Introduction

European Centre for Law and Justice, The / Centre Europeen pour le droit, les Justice et les
droits de 'Homme (ECLJ) wishes to highlight the serious violations of the rights of the child
resulting from early exposure to pornography. The few measures that States are taking to try
to remedy remain largely inefficient. Currently, an estimated 50% of internet traffic is sex-
related(1) and more than a quarter (27%) of the world’s video web traffic involves
pornography.(2) Yet violence is omnipresent in it: in the 50 most popular porn videos, 88%
of the scenes contain physical violence and 49% contain at least one verbal aggression.(3)

2. Background

Pornography is supposed to be reserved for adults, but children(4) are more and more
exposed to it, in a very early and intensive way. According to a 2017 French study, 63% of
boys and 37% of girls aged 15 to 17 have already watched pornographic films, while this
same figure was 53% among boys in 2013 (+10 points in four years).(5) In 2022 in the United
States of America, 73% of 13-17-year-olds have been exposed to online pornography, the
average first viewing occurs at the age of 12, and 59% of 13-17-year-olds who intentionally
watch pornography do so weekly or more often.(6) In 2022 in Poland, the average first
viewing of pornography occurs just before the age of 11 and nearly one in four 16-year-old
(23.9%) who watch porn admits doing so daily; among the 12-14-year-old, the figure is just
over one in five (21.5%).

This massive consumption can be explained by the new digital era which made pornography
freely, anonymously, unlimitedly accessible everywhere and at any time, even at school(8)
via smartphones, which are increasingly common among minors. In Poland, this type of
device is the main way they access this content for 76.2% of the 16-year-old and 66.9% of
the 12-14-year-old surveyed. The covid-19 pandemic has aggravated the phenomenon of
exposure to pornography through successive lockdowns.(10) Finally, children are victims of
the “fierce marketing of the porn industry” which uses “various techniques [...] to attract
unwilling Internet users”:(11) they represent a significant financial windfall and are the
customers of tomorrow.(12)

3. Violations

The consequences of children’s exposure to pornography are devastating. They are very
vulnerable to it because of their sensitivity to dopamine(13) and the plasticity of their
brains.(14) The risk of developing addictive behaviours due to the consumption of
pornography is proven: neurosciences now show that the brain’s reaction to pornography is
similar to that caused by hard drugs. But such an addiction, unlike others, is difficult to stop
because pornography is always accessible, affordable, anonymous, and unlimited.

The use of pornography by children is linked to “lower levels of social integration and higher
levels of undesirable behaviour [...] higher incidence of depressive symptoms and reduced
emotional bonding with caregivers.” It undermines “their self-esteem, well-being,
relationships, equal opportunities and achievements in school.”(17) Viewing pornography by
young children “[can] induce mental and behavioral disturbances similar to those of sexual
abuse.”(18)

While “pornography has increasingly become one of the main sources of information on sex
and sexuality for young people,”(19) it leads to the development of an unrealistic and
distorted vision of them. Thus, the likelihood that young people will accept and engage in
harmful and risky sexual behaviours for themselves and others increases: early sexual
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activity,(20) sexting,(21) multiple sexual partners, risky sexual practices, use of psychoactive
substances and vulnerability to STD.(22)

In general, pornography consumption is associated with an increase in verbal and physical
aggression.(23) Among young people, a correlation between pornography and sexual
violence is found, as in the case of “[X], 15 years old (...), who has been indicted for sexual
assaults on girls in his school and for the rape of two of his neighbours who are less than 10
years old.”(24)

4. Recommendations

States are responsible for guaranteeing the internationally recognised rights of the child, in
particular by the CRC. We urge this Council to remind the States of:

« on the one hand, their obligations in the field of protection of children, in particular
“from information and material injurious to his or her well-being [...]” (CRC, art.
17.e.), of which pornography is obviously a part;

» on the other hand, for States Parties to the International Convention for the
Suppression of the Circulation of and Traffic in Obscene Publications, the obligations
deriving from it.

We also urge this Council to invite the States to take concrete action by implementing in
good faith existing national and supranational texts that can be used as a legal basis for the
fight against the exposure of children to pornography.
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