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The act of viewing child pornography does not
exist in a vacuum.The existence of images that
sexually exploit children represents tangible evi-
dence of past, present and, most likely, future
abuse. Even those individuals who have not physi-
cally molested a child, and merely claim to “just”
receive or collect child pornography produced by

others, play a role in the sexual exploitation of chil-
dren.2 Indeed, a majority of circuits have held that the
victim of the crime of transporting images of child
pornography is not society at large, but the child
depicted.3 “[T]he victimization of the children
involved does not end when the pornographer’s cam-
era is put away. . . ‘the pornography’s continued exis-
tence causes the child victims continuing harm by
haunting those children in future years.’”4, 5 Moreover,
one child’s memorialized incident of sexual abuse is
often used to victimize additional children in the
future. Recent research concludes that there is a corre-
lation between individuals who collect and dissemi-
nate child pornography and those who sexually molest
children.This article intends to dispel the myth that
viewing child pornography is merely looking at pic-
tures and to alert prosecutors, investigators and front-
line child abuse professionals to the significance of
child pornography in predatory behavior patterns.

The Statistics
Recent studies demonstrate that those who collect and
disseminate child pornography are likely to molest an
actual child.According to the United States Postal
Inspection Service, at least 80% of purchasers of child
pornography are active abusers and nearly 40% of the
child pornographers investigated over the past several
years have sexually molested children in the past.6 From
January 1997 through March 2004, 1,807 child
pornographers were arrested and 620 of these individu-
als were confirmed child molesters.7 Therefore,
between 34-36% of these child pornographers were
actual child molesters, defined as someone who had
confessed to acts of molestation, someone who had a
record for molestation, or someone who was involved
in an overt act in order to procure children for sexual
purposes.8 The 620 confirmed child molesters led to
839 child victims who were identified and rescued.9

In a 2000 study issued by the Federal Bureau of
Prisons, 76% of offenders convicted of internet-relat-
ed crimes against children admitted to contact sex
crimes with children previously undetected by law
enforcement and had an average of 30.5 child sex
victims each.10 Furthermore, reports by state-based
Internet Crimes against Children (ICAC) task forces
confirm the positive correlation between the posses-
sion of child pornography and the commission of
crimes against children, through its law enforcement
and fieldwork.
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For instance, the Pennsylvania-based

ICAC task force reported that 51% of individuals
arrested for pornography-related offenses were also
determined to be actively molesting children or to
have molested in the past. In Dallas, the ICAC task
force found that 32% of offenders arrested over the
course of one year for child pornography offenses

were also molesting children or had molested in the
past.
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In light of the documented link between indi-

viduals who view child pornography and individuals
who actually molest children, each child pornography
case should be viewed as a red flag to the possibility
of actual child molestation.

Using Child Pornography in the 
Grooming Process
Sexual predators frequently use pornography as a tool
to assist them in the grooming process.“Grooming” is
the term used to describe the process by which child
molesters build trust with the child to transition from
a nonsexual relationship to a sexual relationship in a
manner that seems natural and nonthreatening.13

Through the grooming process, the child molester
seeks out, befriends and manipulates a targeted vic-
tim.14 Similar to the adult courting process, the child
molester “seduces” the child victim with attention,
affection and gifts.15 Grooming is a gradual process
and a skilled child molester takes care in laying a
foundation of trust, love and friendship before escalat-
ing the relationship to a sexual one. Ultimately, the
seemingly healthy relationship is only a farce used to
take sexual advantage of a vulnerable child.

Child molesters use both adult pornography and
child pornography in the grooming process, albeit for
different purposes.Adult pornography is most often
used to arouse the victim and break down the child’s
barriers to sexual behavior. Child pornography is also
used to break down the child’s barriers to sexual
behavior, but serves the additional purpose of com-
municating the child molester’s sexual fantasies to the
child. Repeated exposure to both adult and child
pornography is intended to diminish the child’s inhi-
bitions and give the impression that sex between
adults and children is normal, acceptable and enjoy-
able.The child pornography used for this purpose
depicts children who are smiling, laughing and seem-
ingly having fun, which in turn both legitimizes sex
between adults and children and portrays these sexual
activities as enjoyable. Of 1,400 cases of reported
child molestation in Louisville, Kentucky, between
1980 and 1984, pornography was connected with
every incident and child pornography was connected
in a majority of cases.16

Sadly, child molesters tend to target children who
are neglected or come from dysfunctional homes. For
these children, the child molester offers an alternative
relationship that makes the child feel special and
loved.As a result, children who are abused frequently
exhibit fierce loyalty to their abusers. Sexual predators
are skilled at identifying children who are vulnerable,
needy and/or lonely. Sexual predators themselves
admit that they seek out children who are vulnerable:

“Choose children who have been unloved.Try to
be nice to them until they trust you very much and
give you the impression that they will participate
with you willingly. Use love as bait….Give her the
illusion that she is free to go with it or not.Tell her
she is special. Choose a kid who has been abused.
Your victim will think that this time is not as
bad.”17
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Part of the grooming process is developing a trust relationship with
the child and often, the child’s family. In actuality, the seemingly “trust-
ful” relationship is one of deception and manipulation.18 As the child
molester gains the trust and loyalty of the child and the child’s family, he
will often engage the child with pornographic images as he escalates the
relationship into actual sexual molestation. Child pornography used in
this context is often an indicator of the child molester’s sexual fantasies as
well as a tool used in the grooming process of a victim. Partaking in
child pornography is a common precursor to practicing sexually deviant
behavior with live victims.

“Many pedophiles acknowledge that exposure to child abuse images
fuels their sexual fantasies and plays an important part in leading
them to commit hands-on sexual offenses against children.”19

Child Pornography Collections
Data gathered from law enforcement investigations conclude that child
molesters often collect child pornography. The term “collection” goes
beyond mere viewing to systematic saving, categorizing and fantasizing
about the pornographic images.

In a 1984 study conducted by the Chicago Police Department, it was
found that in almost 100% of their annual child pornography arrests the
arrested individual was engaging in sex acts with the children in the
photos, films, and videos confiscated.20 As such, possession of child
pornography should alert investigators and prosecutors to the high likeli-
hood of past, present or future child sexual abuse.

Preferential sex offenders are particularly obsessive about collecting,
organizing and categorizing pornographic images. Preferential sex
offenders are those offenders who have a clear sexual preference for chil-
dren; whereas situational sex offenders do not have a compulsive sexual
preference for children, rather engage in sex with children for varied and
complex reasons. Unlike situational sex offenders, preferential sex offend-
ers do not molest children because of situational stress or insecurity but
because they are sexually attracted to and prefer children.These are the
offenders who have erotic fantasies about children and collect porno-
graphic images that depict their sexual fantasies with them.21 Preferential
sex offenders can be extremely meticulous about categorizing, labeling
and organizing their child pornography collection according to age, gen-
der, sex act and fantasy.These collections are a direct indication of the
sexual fantasies the offenders have experienced or intend to experience.

“Especially for preferential-type sex offenders, collection is the key
word here. It does not mean that they merely view pornography.
They save it. It comes to define, fuel, and validate their most cher-
ished sexual fantasies.”22

Viewing child pornography reinforces fantasies and drives the preda-
tor toward acting out those sexual fantasies with actual children.
Therefore, even if an individual is not actively molesting at the time he is
investigated for possessing child pornography, an extensive collection
indicates his sexual preference for children, and is a red flag for possible
future plans to molest.A pedophile’s pornography and erotica collection
is the single best indicator of what he wants to do.23

Furthermore, the act of trading child pornography within the commu-
nity of pedophiles on the internet reinforces the idea that pedophilia is
acceptable.With the technology of computers and the vast community
through the internet, pedophiles can easily feed their sexual desires with
the click of a mouse and locate other individuals with similar interests. By
communicating with other pedophiles on the internet, they exchange
information and validate their deviant interests and behavior.24

Conclusion
The notion that viewing pornographic depictions of children has no rela-
tion to child molestation is without basis.While statistical absolutes are
impossible to draw in an arena such as this, evidence from actual investiga-
tions and experience tells us it is a small leap from viewing child pornog-
raphy to molesting children. Individuals who find pleasure in viewing
images of children engaged in sexual activities have already violated social
norms with their deviant sexual interests.Therefore, it is not a farfetched

idea that a viewer of child pornography will emulate the crimes being
committed in those images. Possessing child pornography is a red flag to
deviant sexual interest in children. Perpetrators should be pursued with
vigilance, based on the assumption that where there is child pornography
there is child abuse.
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