Stages of Addiction to Pornography
By Susanna Ryan, MSN, RNCS
As with other addictive behaviors, there are identifiable stages in an addiction to pornography. The earlier in the process the problem is identified, the sooner appropriate intervention can occur, in an attempt to prevent the behavior from becoming more ingrained and resistant to treatment. As a person moves further into the process of addiction, the difficulty in stopping increases enormously. Prevention and early intervention are key. The following stages have been identified by Dr. Victor Cline, author of Healing Sexual and Pornography Addictions.

1. Initial Exposure

May be intentional, as in searching the web for porn out of curiosity, or purchasing a “skin” magazine – but is often accidental, as in stumbling upon a porn image through a link on a seemingly unrelated site, or dinging it on another family member’s list of places visited on the net. This first exposure can provide unprecedented stimulation and a window to an entirely new world of thrill which, if revisited, may quickly become almost impossible to resist. Experimentation with porn is comparable to experimentation with heroin in that “recreational use” is short-lived. One either stops virtually immediately, or one begins the path to addiction. This is in part because the overwhelming desire for more is fueled by physiological changes brought on by the exposure.

2. Getting Hooked

Actively seeking out pornographic images repeatedly, becoming aroused by the powerful imagery, “needing” to repeat the experience. May involve sincerely making, but not keeping, resolutions to stop the behavior. Guilt is overpowered by the desire for more. As soon as it is recognized that one cannot stop by oneself, professional intervention is recommended.

3. Escalation

Going to more graphic, more extreme images, because of the need for more stimulation for the same effect experienced at the first level. Images that may have seemed perverse or grotesque at the earlier stage are not experienced as exciting. Continuing increase in frequency and/or duration of porn-viewing episodes. As the addictive behavior escalates, so does shame and self-loathing.

4. Desensitization

The behavior continues, but event he most deviant porn no longer excites the way it did. The porn now provides a “zoning-out” effect which is used as “self-medication” for anxiety and other unpleasant feelings. The desire for the former thrill is still present. Fantasies about acting out what has been viewed are increasing.

5. Acting out Sexually

Moving into the arena of changing one’s own sexual behavior, e.g. infidelity, to achieve the earlier levels of excitement that the porn alone no longer provides. Previous beliefs that “I/he would never do that” no longer hold true. Behavior directed toward bringing the images to life occurs in spite of increased risk of being found out (if still hidden), and in spite of other serious negative consequences – loss of computer access and other desireables for a teen, or loss of one’s job, spouse, self-respect, etc., and, of course, deep spiritual wounds.
Anyone who admits to an active addiction will say that it is like a prison. For a long time, though, the addiction is likely to be hidden and denied; thus, the need for help will be denied. A previously truthful person will lie, minimize, and avoid the truth that has become known to others. When the problem is finally acknowledged, the shame can be overwhelming. Unfortunately, that shame can be very powerful in keeping the addiction going. Because that emotion is so painful to the addict, he seeks to escape it through the behavior that temporarily numbs it. This is the vicious addictive cycle. Additionally, there may be expressions of remorse. However heartfelt, remorse should not be mistaken for the ability to recover from the addiction on one’s own.

There is hope and good news. It is possible to recover from a pornography addiction. In the effort to be helpful to addicts/potential addicts and their families, it is vital to understand and accept what is known about the nature of addictions. The difficulty in resisting a behavior to which one has actually become addicted is not the same as resisting something which is alluring, appealing, pleasurable – perhaps highly so – but which does not have the addictive “hold” on the person. Does this mean that an addict has no choice in the matter? No. It does, however, mean that ceasing the behavior involves much more than an act of the will. At a minimum, it involved education and support for the addict and family, skilled intervention and a specific plan with accountability and ideally, spiritual guidance.

There are many wonderful, highly functioning persons who through their commitment to the hard work of recovery have experienced much healing individually and in their relationships. Recovering persons often express gratitude for the fruit that their healing bears in many aspects of their lives. Many say that their most cherished gift of recovery is the experience of a deepening relationship with out Lord through His healing grace.
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