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ABSTRACT
To date, very little research has tackled whether pedophilic men’s
attitude towards adult–child sex depends on characteristics of the
adult or the child involved in such acts. This study examines the
effect of the child’s gender (male vs. female) and physical maturity
(pre-pubescent vs. early pubescent) on the moral evaluation of
apparently noncoercive adult–child sex in a 2 × 2 factorial online
vignette experiment. One hundred eighty-three English-speaking
pedophilic men rated their agreement with moral arguments on
the Immoral Sex Scale, as well as whether they believed this
behavior to be typical for a child. The results revealed
considerable inter-individual differences, with about one third
showing restrictive moral attitudes. Contrary to our expectations,
gender and physical maturity neither affected the perceived
morality of the sexual act, nor beliefs about the
representativeness of the child’s behavior. However, when
controlling for confounds, pedophilic men believed that boys
were more likely to willingly engage in adult–child sex.
Furthermore, participants with stronger liberal attitudes were
found to be more likely to defend the sexual act, as were
participants with a preferential interest in pre-pubescents. There
was no link between attitudes towards adult–child sex and sexual
offending, replicating the non-associations reported in previous
community surveys.
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Introduction

People with pedophilia, those who are sexually interested in children before puberty and
desire sexual activities with them (e.g. Beier et al., 2009), are more likely to have permissive
attitudes regarding the morality of adult–child sex than people without such interests
(Bailey, Bernhard, & Hsu, 2016). Yet, despite common misperceptions, the idea that
most pedophilic individuals approve of all sexual acts between adults and children,
especially if they involve coercion of an unwilling child, is not supported by evidence
(Holt, Blevins, & Burkert, 2010; Stermac & Segal, 1989). In fact, past research strongly indi-
cates that men with a sexual interest in children are a heterogeneous population with a
rich and diverse discourse about the morality of this peculiar sexual desire and
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corresponding sexual acts (Spriggs, Cohen, Valencia, Zimri, & Galynker, 2018). Hence, a
more in-depth knowledge of how, when, and why pedophilic men come to consider
adult–child sex as abusive, illegitimate, and harmful (or, conversely, beneficial or at least
inconsequential) could inform therapeutic interventions with pedophilic men who are
at risk of sexual (re-) offending.

While variance in sexual morality judgments may be attributable to inter-individual
differences like political orientation, aspects of the child and the adult involved (e.g. the
child’s reaction, the adult’s social position), as well as the context (e.g. the emotional
quality of the relationship) might also systematically affect ratings of the moral permissive-
ness of adult–child sex. Therefore, in the current article, we investigated whether two
defining variables of the child, that is, his or her gender and sexual maturity, influenced
pedophilic men’s perception of the moral legitimacy of an adult man having sex with
him or her, using vignettes that attempt to capture the ‘ideal of sex between a caring
adult and a consenting child’ (Jahnke, Schmitt, & Malón, 2017, ‘introduction,’ para. 1).
Note that while the assumption that a child is able to give consent to sexual activities is
not in line with current social and legal norms (Spriggs et al., 2018), this view is often
expressed in online communities for pedophilic men (e.g. Holt et al., 2010).

Attitudes towards adult-child sex among pedophilic men

Since the 1980s, there has been a growing interest in how child sexual offenders (50% of
whom can be expected to have corresponding sexual interests in children, Seto, 2007)
think and feel about sexual abuse (e.g. Abel et al., 1989; Gannon & Polaschek, 2006;
Ward & Keenan, 1999; Ward & Siegert, 2002). Based on the assumption that pro-offense
attitudes contribute to criminal behavior, understanding offenders’ perceptions of
adult–child sex held a great promise: being able to deter offenders from committing
further sexual offenses against children (Howitt & Sheldon, 2007; Murphy, 1990), or to
prevent first-time offenses with cognitive interventions (Beier, 2016). In fact, researchers
could establish that attitudes that legitimize sexual offending were associated with
higher recidivism risks among offenders who have been convicted for such acts (e.g.
Banse, Koppehele-Gossel, Kistemaker, Werner, & Schmidt, 2013; Helmus, Hanson, Bab-
chishin, & Mann, 2013). Yet, whether or not a reduction of pro-offense attitudes among
sexual offenders actually decreases recidivism risk remains unclear (Banse et al., 2013).
Recent research on the links between moral attitudes towards adult–child sex and
sexual offenses involving children among non-forensic samples of minor-attracted men
have furthermore produced mixed results. While Cohen, Ndukwe, Yaseen, and Galynker
(2017) and Jahnke, Schmidt, Geradt, and Hoyer (2015) reported a small association
between pro-offense attitudes and prior sexual offenses involving children, other research-
ers could not detect such links in their data (Bailey et al., 2016; Jahnke et al., 2017).

As these findings indicate, pro-offense cognitions and their role in sexual offending are
not well understood. Also, as the definition of offense-supportive attitudes is hetero-
geneous in meaning and conceptualized with reference to legal or normative standards,
they are not causal agents, even though they may be linked to psychological or psycho-
pathological processes (e.g. attention, intimacy, or self-regulation processes, Ward &
Fortune, 2016). Another reason that might complicate research on attitudes related to
adult–child sex is researchers’ tendency to address this issue in terms that do not
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capture the complexity of the moral debate on adult–child sex– a discourse which appears
to be especially rich and diverse among non-forensic communities of pedophilic men
(Goode, 2009; Holt et al., 2010; Jahnke et al., 2017). Thus, as we will argue throughout
this article, an examination of key variables that may play a role in the moral evaluation
of adult–child sex based on surveys and experimental paradigms among non-forensic
samples of pedophilic men is needed to further unveil how pedophilic men come to con-
sider sexual acts between adults and children as good or bad.

The importance of sexual maturity and gender for moral reasoning

In our liberal culture, the consent of the participants, together with the absence of objec-
tive harm and abuse of power, are the most relevant arguments in defining a sexual mor-
ality based on Kantian and utilitarian principles (Finkelhor, 1979; Malón, 2015, 2017;
Schmidt, 2002). In general, it has been stated that these modern principles to judge
sexual behavior are conductive to a more liberal or permissive sexual culture, which
allows individuals to realize their personal ideals of sexual happiness and wellbeing
(Benn, 1999; Seidman, 1992). This may lead to accepting or even defending a naturalist
conception of sex as a personal and pleasurable experience without too much transcen-
dence in moral and social terms (Davis, 1983).

In accordance with this ethical perspective, where the morality of a sexual act is basi-
cally limited to its permissibility and not its moral value or worthiness, elements as
gender or physical characteristics of participants would be irrelevant. It’s the rational
person who can consent or not, and who is harmed or abused, making his or her intellec-
tual capacities, as well as other non-constitutive elements such as economic power, auton-
omy, and sexual knowledge the relevant aspects for moral judgment. Menarche, breast
buds, body hair or other corporal signs of sexual maturity, which used to be important
signals in the past or in other cultures (Frayser, 1985), are now apparently less relevant
to sexual morality, while a person’s age, as a sign of psychological maturity and reason
responsiveness, has become the main criteria to judge the permissibility of sexual acts,
paralleling similar debates on the importance of a minor’s ability to give informed
consent in other areas of life (e.g. medical treatment or participation in research, Bruzzese
& Fisher, 2003; Kuther, 2003). Hence, in Western societies we are witnessing a growing gap
between physical and socio-legal definitions of maturity: while minors enter puberty at a
younger age than in the past, legislations tend to increase the legal age of consent (Killias,
2000).

Still, it is possible that the child’s gender and physical maturity can shape how adult–
child sex is perceived in ways that respondents might not be consciously aware of. Cor-
poral traits indicating sexual maturity or immaturity may influence moral judgments as
they provide information not only about cognitive capacities of participants, but also of
the normality of an erotic interest, the convenience of a sexual behavior (i.e. penetrat-
ive/non penetrative), and the ‘real’ value and significance of an erotic bond. Beyond
bodily changes, puberty is associated with tremendous psychosexual development
(Herdt & McClintock, 2000), involving the awakening of sexual interests in other people,
the desire for ‘being desired’ by others, awareness of sexual arousal, and experimentation
with masturbation and non-penetrative partnered sexual activities (while coitus appears
to be relatively rare among adolescents aged 15 years or younger, Fortenberry, 2013).
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As these reported physical and psychological changes make children more adult-like,
moral arguments against adult–child sex may apply less to adolescence compared to
childhood. In fact, experimental vignette studies have repeatedly shown that older chil-
dren or adolescents who have been abused are more likely to be perceived as responsible
for the abuse (Back & Lips, 1998).

Similarly, different ‘ideals’ of masculinity and femininity that are strongly connected to
sexual behaviors and norms still exist (e.g. passive vs. active) and may elicit different evalu-
ations of the same act depending on the gender of the person, contributing to a so-called
double standard, that is, the ‘belief or attitude that a specific sexual behavior, or all sexual
behavior, is more acceptable for persons of one sex, usually males, than persons of the
other sex’ (Bullough & Bullough, 1994, p. 173; but note that some authors have challenged
the existence of a double standard, at least in liberal universtity populations, see e.g. Marks
& Fraley, 2005). Furthermore, a cultural bias against non-heterosexual orientations (Herek,
2004) might lead to more negative reactions towards adult–child sex when the child and
the adult are of the same sex (Herek, 2004). In line with this, past research shows that same-
sex encounters between adults and children were judged especially harmful by college
students (Broussard & Wagner, 1988; Broussard, Wagner, & Kazelskis, 1991) and that
adults were rated as less responsible when the child was male (Broussard & Wagner,
1988), but only when the child was portrayed as acting in an encouraging manner.

However, note that the studies on moral evaluations of adult–child sex have been con-
ducted among people from the general population who are statistically unlikely to have a
sexual interest in children. Hence, we still know very little about whether the gender of a
child would have an effect on pedophilic men’s perception of adult–child sex in much the
same way. As pedophilic men are, however, part of the same culture and therefore likely to
be aware of the common moral discourse on adult–child sex, we would hypothesize that
factors like the child’s gender or physical maturity play a role in pedophilic men’s moral
perception of adult–child sex. Using fictitious material to systematically manipulate
different aspects of a sexual scenario (e.g. a child’s age, sex, or reaction) represents an intri-
guing, yet rarely used, method to study attitudes among pedophilic men. For instance,
Stermac and Segal (1989) manipulated the type of sexual contact between an adult and
a child (e.g. touching, ejaculation) and the child’s response (e.g. smiling, passive) using
different vignettes. The authors could show that child sexual offenders endorsed a
wider range of sexual behaviors with children as acceptable than other offender and
non-offender groups and that their perception only changed in response to an unambigu-
ously negative reaction from the child (i.e. crying).

Goals and hypotheses of the current study

We predict that the child’s gender has an influence on whether or not the sexual act is
perceived as immoral. However, note that we cannot make any predictions regarding
the direction of this effect. Sex between boys and men could be perceived as rarer and
more deviant and harmful than heterosexual sex. Yet, in line with the idea that promiscuity
is more desirable for men than for women, adult–child sex (that the child appears to
engage in willingly) might also be judged as less harmful or even beneficial for male com-
pared to female children. We will also explore whether child gender influences pedophilic
men’s Representativeness Beliefs, that is, beliefs that this child would actually engage in
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adult–child sex in the way it is presented in the scene, or whether such a behavior is more
typical for either boys or girls.

Given that children who are more physically mature can be expected to be less sexually
naïve, we hypothesize that moral attitudes towards adult–child sex are more permissive
when the child in the vignette is in the early stages of puberty (as opposed to the pre-pub-
ertal stage). Furthermore, we expect participants to show lower Representativeness Beliefs
when the child is less sexually mature.

As liberalism is concerned with the ‘acceptance and/or affirmation of individual sexual
freedom,’ and conservatism with upholding conventional norms and traditions, we expect
liberal views to be associated with more permissive sexual attitudes (Guerra, Gouveia,
Sousa, Lima, & Freires, 2012, p. 1028). To contribute to the ongoing debate about the
links between cognitions about adult–child sex and criminal behavior, we will look at
whether agreement with moral arguments against adult–child sex or beliefs about the
likelihood of children willingly engaging in sex with adults is linked to reports of past
sexual offences. We will furthermore explore links between Immoral Sex, Representative-
ness Beliefs, and sociodemographic information, and sexual age and gender preferences.

Method

Participants

Power analysis were conducted in G*Power 3 (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007) with
an alpha of .05, a beta of .20 and a medium-sized effect ( f = .25). Based on these par-
ameters, the sample size was determined to be 180. As we expected that we would
have to discard some cases because of too many missing data or for not meeting our
inclusion criteria (i.e. male gender), we decided to keep collecting data as long as there
was attrition, leading to a total of 191 completed surveys. Twenty-two participants were
excluded at the beginning of the survey based on their lack of sexual interest in pre-pub-
escents (all survey participants had to indicate at least a moderate level of pedophilic inter-
ests, defined as responses of ‘5’ as the midpoint of the sexual attraction scale for
prepubescent boys, girls, or both, see Instruments for a description of the sexual attraction
ratings). Furthermore, eight participants were excluded after data collection because they
indicated their gender as ‘female’ or ‘other.’ Thus, the final sample consisted of 183 ped-
ophilic men. Missing data were rare −97% returned complete questionnaires and we
recorded between 1 and 2 missing values for the rest of the sample (e.g. because partici-
pants did not report their age). Although these missing data were likely to be deliberate (as
participants received notifications for unanswered items), we opted for pairwise instead of
listwise deletion due to their small number. Participants’ ages ranged between 18 and 70
(M = 33.61, SD = 12.47). Eleven percent reported to have children, with 6.0% stating that
their children were 14 years old or younger. The average person in this sample was politi-
cally liberal rather than conservative (M = 7.63, SD = 2.53 on a Likert-type scale from 1 [con-
servative] to 10 [liberal]), and 60.1% reported to hold an Associate or Bachelor’s degree or
higher. Regarding criminal offenses, a few participants indicated at least one conviction for
child pornography offenses (8.7%), child sexual abuse (5.5%), or other sexual offenses
(2.7%). Eighty-seven percent reported to have never committed sexual crimes involving
children (i.e. child sexual abuse and/or child pornography offenses).
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Procedure

Participants were recruited via websites for the minor-attracted community (boylandonli-
ne.com, boychat.org, viped.org). Following a link, they were redirected to the question-
naires which were administered via the multi-language online survey program SoSci
Survey (Leiner, 2014) that is designed for scientific surveys and provides high standards
of data protection (e.g. no recording of IP addresses, SSL Encryption). At the end of the
survey, participants were asked to share the study link with other pedophilic men that
they might know. Participants were randomly assigned to either a ‘pre-pubertal girl,’
‘early to mid-pubertal girl,’ ‘pre-pubertal boy,’ or ‘early to mid-pubertal boy’ condition
and were presented vignettes (see Appendix) featuring a boy or girl before or in the
early stages of puberty, depending on the experimental condition. In all four vignettes
the sex is portrayed as nonpenetrative and with no apparent signs of force or
manipulation.

Measures

All instruments are presented in the same order that they were used within the study. It
was generally possible for subjects to skip questions (unless needed to assess inclusion
criteria, i.e. participants’ gender, sexual interests, and agreement with the informed
consent statement), but they would receive notifications highlighting missing responses
to ensure that missing values were deliberate. At the end of the survey, we collected socio-
demographic information (e.g. age, gender, educational level). Cronbach’s alpha for all
scales can be found in Table 1.

Self-reported pedophilic, hebephilic, and teleiophilic interests
In this study, we used a novel way of assessing chronophilic orientations. Instead of using
age cutoffs, which are an unreliable indicator of puberty, we asked for sexual attraction
to people of different genders, and levels of physical maturity (see Appendix). The stages
of physical maturation have been described by Tanner (e.g. Marshall & Tanner, 1969,
1970) on a five-stage scale that later came to be named after this author. Tanner
stage 1 corresponds to the pre-pubertal stage and is characterized by a lack of signs
of sexual maturation. Tanner stage 2 marks the onset of pubertal changes, usually begin-
ning with a sparse growth of downy pubic hair (for both genders), the appearance of
breast buds (among girls) and the enlargement of testes (among boys). Growth of
pubic hair typically starts between 10 and 11 years for girls and 11 and 12 years for

Table 1. Means and standard deviations for the dependent variables.
Pre-pubescent girl

(n = 43)
Pubescent girl

(n = 48)
Pre-pubescent boy

(n = 44)
Pubescent boy

(n = 48)

Dependent Variables (Cronbach’s α) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Immoral Sex (.96) 3.45 (1.54)a 3.53 (1.80) 3.01 (1.61) 3.47 (1.60)b

Indirect Harm (.56) 5.90 (0.90) 5.30 (1.24) 5.47 (1.38) 5.53 (1.14)a

Representativeness Beliefs (.89) 4.11 (1.73) 4.17 (1.66) 4.89 (1.54) 4.15 (1.62)

Note: All questionnaires are rated on a 7-point-Likert scale from 1 to 7.
aone missing value.
btwo missing values.
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boys, with non-Hispanic black girls and boys showing earlier signs of maturation (Sun
et al., 2002). Sexual maturation is completed at Tanner stage 5, which is reached
between 15 and 17 (Sun et al., 2002). For each group, we offered a short description
of their physical characteristics (e.g. boys who show no signs of sexual maturity like
pubic hair or a larger penis or scrotum for boys before puberty). Participants rated
their degree of attraction to each group on a 10-point Likert scale from no sexual interest
(1) to maximum sexual interest (10).

Representativeness beliefs
While instructions in Jahnke et al. (2017) read that participants should rate the vignette
irrespective of whether they believed the scenario to be common, participants in the
current study were asked whether they believed the reaction of the child in the vignette
to be typical, common, or believable (instruction: To what extent do you think that the
(girl’s/boy’s) reaction to the sexual activity is typical, common, or believable for (girls/
boys) of the same age and level of sexual maturity?). Participants were asked to respond
on a 7-point Likert scale (very typical – very untypical, very common – very uncommon,
very believable – very unbelievable). This was done to test the link between adult–child
sex attitudes and sexual offending behavior more rigorously compared to previous
authors, as pedophilic individuals might find the fictitious scenario unproblematic but
highly uncharacteristic. We recoded the scale so that higher scores represent higher
beliefs that the reaction is typical.

Immoral sex scale
Participants rated the 20 items of the Moral Attitudes towards Adult–Child Sex Scale with
respect to the vignette from 1 (do not agree) to 7 (fully agree, original scale from Jahnke
et al., 2017). In the present study, we used the English version of the scale and modified it
slightly by exchanging the word ‘child’ with ‘boy’ or ‘girl,’ depending on the vignette pre-
ceding it, and setting all pronouns to correspond with the gender of the vignette (i.e. ‘her’
or ‘his,’ ‘he or she,’ ‘himself or herself’). Subscales of the Moral Attitudes scale included
Direct Harmfulness (e.g. ‘It is likely that the (girl/boy) will suffer psychological harm as a
result of the sexual contact’), Indirect Harmfulness (‘The sexual contact was problematic
for the (girl/boy) because society rejects sex with children’), Non-consent (‘The (girl/boy)
was probably as competent as the adult to make decisions about participating in sexual
contacts.’), Exploitation (‘Consciously or subconsciously, the adult used the (girl/boy) for
his own pleasure and interests’), and Incompatibility of Adults’ and Children’s Sexualities
(‘The psychological needs of the (girl/boy) and the adult were too different to make a
healthy sexual relationship possible.’). As in Jahnke et al. (2017), all subscales (with the
exception of Indirect Harm) showed high intercorrelations (between r = .85 and .89). The
combined score of the subscales Direct Harmfulness, Non-consent, Exploitation, and
Incompatibility of Adults’ and Children’s Sexualities (from here on referred to as
Immoral Sex score) proved to be highly internally consistent. The Immoral Sex score
assesses the moral attitude that adult–child sex is inherently bad based on agreement
with the four aforementioned moral arguments. As the Indirect Harmfulness subscale
did not reach the proposed threshold of α = .70 (see Table 1), it will be used for descriptive
purposes only.
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Social desirability scale
We used a short 8-item adapted Social Desirability Scale (Ray, 1984) to identify response
tendencies indicating the wish to present oneself in an unrealistically positive light.
Higher Social Desirability scores reflect endorsement of a higher number of socially desir-
able, yet unlikely, statements (e.g. ‘Are you quick to admit making a mistake?’, but note
that the scale also uses inversely coded items such as ‘Have you sometimes taken
unfair advantage of another person?’) and responses are scored from False (1) to True
(2), as opposed to the original scale that included a neutral category. Reversely coded
items earned scores of 2 and 1, respectively.

Qualitative data
Participants were encouraged to give feedback at the end of the survey (‘If you noticed
anything either negative or positive about this survey that caught your attention, please
feel free to drop us a note in this field [but please do not include information that
could make you personally identifiable like your name or address]’). About half of the par-
ticipants used to opportunity to share their thoughts and feelings about the research.

Results

Preferential sexual interests within the sample

By subtracting the maximum value of sexual attraction to either girls or boys from the
maximum value of sexual attraction to any other (hebephilic or teleiophilic) category,
we categorized 67.1% of the sample as having a pedophilic preference (i.e. a sexual inter-
est in pre-pubescents that is higher or equal to other sexual interest in people from the
hebephilic or teleiophilic categories). Only four participants (2.4%) reported a stronger
interest in adults compared to the pedophilic and hebephilic categories (note that
these cases were retained in the analyses because they reported their sexual attraction
to children or adolescents to be at least moderately strong and almost on par with their
sexual attraction to adults, meaning there was only a one-point difference on the 10-
point sexual attraction scale). Eighty-two percent of the sample had a non-heterosexual
preference, that is, reported a sexual attraction to male partners that was higher or
equal to their sexual attraction in female partners.

Ratings on the immoral sex and the representativeness beliefs scale

Means and standard deviations of the dependent variables are displayed in Table 1. Most
pedophilic men (67%) in this sample generally disagreed that adult–child sex is immoral
(e.g. scored below the midpoint of the Immoral Sex scale), while about one third (31%)
generally agreed with arguments against adult–child sex (note that 2% achieved scores
of 4, indicating indifference). With only 9% scoring lower than the midpoint of the Indirect
Harm scale, there was general agreement (88%) that the child would have to fear stigma-
tization from society due to his or her sexual activities. Likewise, 55% and 37% gave
responses above or below the midpoint of the Representativeness Beliefs scale, respect-
ively. Hence, slightly more than half of our participants agreed that the vignette described
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a typical child, which indicates that most participants believed that children in general
would act in the described sexual manner.

Effects of gender and physical maturity

As expected due to randomization, participants assigned to different vignettes did not
differ with respect to rates of pedophilic preference (χ2 = 4.15, p = .246), non-heterosexual
orientation (χ2 = 1.29, p = .731), social desirability (F(3,179) = .17, p = .919), education (χ2 =
2.37, p = .500), political orientation (F(3,179) = .15, p = .929), having children (χ2 = 0.79,
p = .852), having committed sexual offenses involving children (χ2 = 6.15, p = .105), and
age (F(3,177) = .54, p = .653). In a 2 × 2 factorial analysis of variance (ANOVA), we detected
no main effects for gender and physical maturity and no gender x physical maturity inter-
action effect (see Table 2). That means that pedophilic men did not rate the morality of
non-coercive sexual acts between adults and children differently when the child was a
boy (instead of a girl) and when he or she had not yet entered puberty (as opposed to
being in the early stages of puberty), nor did it affect the belief that children of the
described maturity level or gender would act as portrayed in the vignette.

Correlates of immoral sex and representativeness beliefs

Based on correlational analyses (see Table 3), we detected significant links between the
dependent variables and pedophilic preference, non-heterosexual orientation, and politi-
cal orientation. Participants with preferential pedophilic interests (i.e. a stronger or equally
strong sexual interest in pre-pubescents compared to pubescent or adults) scored lower
on Immoral Sex and higher on Representativeness Beliefs, showing more permissive atti-
tudes than participants who had a dominant sexual interest in more mature people, and a
stronger belief that most children would willingly engage in sex with adults. Likewise,
people with a primary non-heterosexual interest agreed more with arguments on the
Immoral Sex scale and less with the items on the Representativeness Scale, which
means that they showed more permissive attitudes. Yet, subsample analyses revealed
that homosexual preference was significantly linked to lower ratings on Immoral Sex
(rSpearman =−.31, p = .003) and higher Representativeness Beliefs (rSpearman = .25, p = .018)
only when the child was a boy and not when the child was a girl (rSpearman = .05,
p = .661 for Immoral Sex, rSpearman = .06, p = .553 for Representativeness Beliefs, all tests

Table 2. Immoral sex and representativeness beliefs depending on gender and maturity, including
analysis of variance test statistics.

Dichotomous variables and
coding schemes

Immoral Sex (N = 180) Representativeness Beliefs (N = 183)

M (SD) F p η2 M (SD) F p η2

Gender 1.06 .306 .01 2.52 .114 .01
1 Female 3.50 (1.68) 4.14
2 Male 3.25 (1.61) 4.51

Maturity 1.20 .276 .01 1.98 .162 .01
1 Pre-pubertal 3.23 (1.59) 4.51
2 Pubertal 3.50 (1.70) 4.16

Gender × Maturity .59 .444 .00 2.71 .102 .02

Note: df1 = 1, df2 = 176 for Immoral Sex as outcome, df2 = 179 for Representativeness Beliefs as outcome.
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two-sided). On a side note, participant gender and age orientations were not statistically
associated (χ2 = .04, p = .838). It is important to note that methodological limitations arise
when recruiting from webforums that differentially attract people with restrictive moral
attitudes towards adult child sex and different gender orientations; hence, these
findings should be interpreted very cautiously.

Our one-item measure of political orientation also showed statistically significant
associations with the Immoral Sex score but was not correlated to Representativeness
Beliefs. The link between higher conservatism and more restrictive moral attitudes
could be observed in both gender conditions (rSpearman =−.24, p = .022 for girls, rSpearman-

=−.21, p = .043 for boys, all tests two-sided), and is therefore unlikely to reflect different
moral norms regarding heterosexual vs. homosexual relationships among conservative
participants. We found no indications that moral attitude ratings were tainted by social
desirability bias (yet, note that Social Desirability showed a weak association with Repre-
sentativeness Beliefs, see Table 3). We conducted further statistical tests to explore poten-
tial associations between the Immoral Sex scale, Representativeness Beliefs and
sociodemographic data (age, having children below age 14, previous convictions for
sexual offenses, education), but none of these achieved statistical significance (Table 3).

Effects of gender and physical maturity, controlling for further variables

To elucidate a clearer pattern of results, we conducted two analyses of covariance
(ANCOVA) controlling for preferential pedophilia, non-heterosexual orientation, political

Table 3. Pearson correlation matrix.
IS RB PP NO SD E PO C O

Immoral Sex (IS) –
Representativeness Beliefs (RB) −0.69** –
Pedophilic Preference (PP)b

0 Non-pedophilic
1 Pedophilic

−0.21** 0.19** –

Non-heterosexual Orientation (NO)b

0 Heterosexual
1 non-heterosexual

−0.16* 0.16* −.02 –

Social Desirability (SD) −0.10 0.17* 0.15* 0.02 –
Education (E)b

0 Elementary, High school, some
college

1 Associate and/or Bachelor’s
degree,

Master’s degree, Doctorate or
pro-fessional degree, or other
advanced degree

−0.00 −0.06 −0.09 0.15* −0.05 –

Political Orientation (1 = conservative,
10 = liberal; PO)

−0.24** 0.08 0.06 0.09 0.06 −0.03 –

Children (C)b

0 has children
1 has no children

−0.05 0.09 0.01 0.15* 0.16* −0.16* 0.01 –

Offenses: Child pornography and/or
child abuse (O)b

0 no conviction
1 one or more convictions

0.01 0.07 0.09 0.09 −0.03 0.01 0.00 −0.02 –

Age 0.05 −0.01 −0.02 −0.07 −0.26** 0.21** −0.00 −0.42** 0.31**

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01, two-tailed.
bpoint-biserial correlations.
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orientation, and Social Desirability as variables that correlated with at least one of the two
outcome variables of our experiment (see Table 4). Even when taking the effect of these
variables into account, we still could not detect an effect of our central independent vari-
ables gender and physical maturity on Immoral Sex. However, we detected a significant
effect of gender and Representativeness Beliefs. More specifically, engaging in sex with
an adult man is judged to be more typical for boys than for girls. Note that a multivariate
regression analysis incorporating the relevant interaction effects in order to exploit the full
continuous potential of the sexual preference ratings (which have been dichotomized in
all previous analyses) leads to similar findings regarding the main and combined effects of
gender and sexual maturity (results available on request).

Discussion

Contrary to our expectations, the gender and physical maturity of the child did not have a
significant impact on moral judgment. This means that participants did not see sex with
physically immature or female children as more (or less) problematic than sex with more
mature or male children, respectively. Also contradicting our previous hypotheses, gender
and physical maturity of the child did not have a significant influence on Representativeness
Beliefs, unless when controlling for confounding variables in an ANCOVA – then the sexual
behavior as portrayed in the vignette is seen as more typical for boys than for girls. Hence,
although sexual abuse of girls is statistically more common than sexual abuse of boys
(Pereda, Guilera, Forns, & Gómez-Benito, 2009a, 2009b), it appears as though pedophilic
men perceive boys as more interested in sexual activity than girls, even in early pubertal
stages. Furthermore, as expected, we found that a more liberal political orientation and a
preference for prepubescent children (as opposed to hebephilic or teleiophilic categories)
among pedophilic men were associated with less agreement with arguments against
adult–child sex. This does not mean that liberal individuals in general are more likely than
conservatives to express offense-supportive attitudes. Yet, liberal ideology may, in principle,
be used to defend any unusual sexual contacts if (and only if) the sexual interaction can be
construed as consensual and the actors as being capable of giving consent. A recent quali-
tative study found that pedohebephilic men often equate assent (which corresponds to the
child willingly engaging in sexual activities without necessarily understanding their full
meaning and consequences) and informed consent, when making moral judgements
about the permissibility of adult–child sex (Spriggs et al., 2018). Hence, as pedophilic men

Table 4. Immoral sex and representativeness beliefs depending on gender and maturity, controlling for
potential confounding variables.

Variables and coding schemes

ANCOVA test statistics for
Immoral Sex as outcome

variable

ANCOVA test statistics for
Representativeness Beliefs as

outcome variable

F p η2 F p η2

Preferential pedophilia 7.36 .007 .04 5.60 .019 .03
Non-heterosexual preference 4.23 .041 .02 5.49 .020 .03
Social Desirability 0.62 .432 .00 3.68 .057 .02
Political Orientation 9.16 .003 .05 0.50 .479 .00
Gender (1 Female, 2 Male) 2.37 .125 .01 4.49 .036 .03
Maturity (1 Pre-pubertal, 2 Pubertal) 0.97 .326 .01 1.59 .209 .01
Gender x Maturity 0.29 .590 .00 1.92 .168 .01

Note: df1 = 1, df2 = 172 for Immoral Sex as outcome, df2 = 175 for Representativeness Beliefs as outcome.
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are more likely to perceive adult–child sex as a harmless and fun activity between a caring
adult and a presumably active and willing child partner, this might explain why liberalism is
strongly linked to permissive attitudes towards adult–child sex among pedophilic men. We
assume, however, that most nonpedophilic men would not agree that adult–child sex can
ever be consensual, nonexploitative, or harmless, irrespective of whether they hold liberal
and sex-positive attitudes in general.

Regarding physical maturity, we would speculate based on our data that most people in
the Western world are now more accustomed to use age and not physical traits as the
reference to make decisions about issues like the age of sexual consent. This does not
necessarily mean that sexual maturity is not a relevant variable. For instance, comparing
responses to children of different ages (e.g. a 7-year old vs. a 13-year old child) as
opposed to children of the same age but with different levels of maturity might be
more likely to produce large effects (but note that these children would differ in more
respects than physical or sexual maturity, which would make it difficult to interpret
such results). The child’s gender variable on the other hand is also mostly absent in
modern public discourses about sexual morality. Yet, while none of the provided commen-
taries suggested that physical maturity could be a relevant element for moral judgment, a
number of comments involved ideas about the relevance of gender, both the adult’s and
the child’s. Some added explicit opinions about the difference in sexuality between boys
and girls; others wrote that they would have preferred to judge a scenario describing a
minor of the other sex or describing a heterosexual or homosexual relationship, or said
that ‘boylovers’ and ‘boygirls’ had a different approach to these experiences. This suggests
that gender, probably of both the adult and the child, can be an interesting variable for
future studies. Prior research indicates that there is a double sexual standard with
regards to sexual experiences between adults and children, leading to different moral,
or even legal, evaluations depending on whether the adult is a man or a woman and
the child is a girl or a boy (Broussard et al., 1991). Such a difference might be more relevant
for older children who show some level of physical maturity. Likewise, it would be inter-
esting to investigate if non-heterosexual pedophilic men would continue to show more
permissive attitudes towards adult–child sex when the adult is described as female.

In line with some previous findings among non-forensic samples of minor-attracted
men (Bailey et al., 2016; Jahnke et al., 2017), we did not find a link between pro-offense
attitudes and prior convictions for sexual offending against children. This non-association
could be explained by a number of reasons, such as under-reporting of convictions or
undetected offenses. Yet, due to the sensitive nature of this information, we cannot
control for these factors without compromising survey ethics, anonymity, and participants’
willingness to provide honest responses. It is also possible that attitudes have changed
since the offense leading to the conviction, which may have occurred a long time ago.
Nevertheless, forensic experts should also consider the possibility that previous research
on offending populations has overestimated the importance of moral attitudes towards
offending for the prediction of actual offending.

Limitations

To minimize the collection of data that could lead to de-identification, we only assessed a
small number of personal variables and refrained from asking about recruitment source
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(e.g. Virtuous Pedophiles, BoyChat, or snowball sampling). Especially the latter decision
leads to limitations with regards to the interpretation of some of our results, as some
sites from which we recruited participants do not take any explicit position on whether
adult–child sex is harmful or immoral (e.g. BoyChat), while others do so very strongly
(e.g. Virtuous Pedophiles). Unfortunately, these sites are also likely to attract men who
differ in their offending status and sexual gender orientation (e.g. BoyChat targeting
men with a sexual interest in boys), as well as other potentially important variables. There-
fore, our correlational findings pertaining to sexual gender orientation and its link to
higher Immoral Sex scores cannot be interpreted with sufficient certainty. While we
cannot rule out the possibility of other correlational findings (e.g. the non-association
between Immoral Sex and prior offending) being affected, we see less potential for bias
here. For instance, as we found that male-attracted pedophilic men were not more or
less likely to have a hebephilic or teleiophilic preference (alongside pedophilic interests),
the assumption that the different websites differentially attracted pedophilic men with
different age orientations seems unlikely. Also, as participants were randomly assigned
to vignette conditions, this limitation does not apply to our central hypotheses regarding
the effects of child gender and physical maturity. Subsequent studies should nevertheless
consider collecting information on the types of sites that pedophilic participants frequent
as well as how they received the link to our survey, while carefully weighing the benefits
and risks (e.g. in the case that e-mail lists are hacked or leaked). This would allow drawing
more reliable conclusions regarding the links between sexual gender orientation and
moral attitudes towards adult–child sex.

All results are based on self-report; therefore, they might be subject to a number of
biases, including over- or underreporting, lying (e.g. about sociodemographic character-
istics to further minimize the risk of identification), or social desirability bias. As we did
not track IP addresses for anonymity reasons, we cannot rule out that some participants
repeated the survey several times. Research on highly emotional, political, or controversial
issues can also be biased by deliberate attempts to influence the results of the survey. As
some pedophilic men might want to steer the public opinion towards being more accept-
ing of adult–child sex, they may consider partaking in research to further these goals.
However, as there is no clear responding pattern to produce the intended (or opposite)
effect, we do not think that the results are biased by deliberate attempts to exaggerate
or downplay moral attitudes towards adult–child sex. As social desirability scores were
not associated with the agreement with moral arguments against adult–child sex and
only weakly correlated with Representativeness Beliefs, we have good reasons to
assume that pedophilic men in this sample were willing to give honest replies and
trusted the anonymity of the online setting.

It is also important to point out that we recruited an ad hoc-sample that is not repre-
sentative for pedophilic men. Pedophilic men involved in online communities for
minor-attracted people are likely to differ from those who do not seek online contacts
to other individuals with similar sexual attractions (e.g. they might have more need for
affirmation or counseling, be more distressed or frustrated about their sexuality and the
stigma attached to it, and/or simply have more free time to spare). Among pedophilic
men from online communities, we would also expect differences between those who
follow invitations to participate in research and those who decline (e.g. participants
might have a higher trust in researchers than non-participants), so the results cannot be
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generalized to all pedophilic men who join online communities. Sociodemographic data
suggests that the sample is biased towards younger and more educated participants,
which is typical for online research (e.g. Alvarez, Sherman, & VanBeselaere, 2003; Peer,
Samat, Brandimarte, & Acquisti, 2016). Also, even though some participants in this research
had non-pedophilic preferences, all had to indicate at least a moderate sexual attraction to
prepubescent children in order to participate. Hence, based on this research, we cannot
know how hebephilic men with little to no sexual interest in prepubescent children
would rate the presented scenes as opposed to pedophilic men.

Furthermore, studying moral evaluations based on vignettes might not reflect people’s
actual reactions and moral intuitions when faced with a real event or a real child. In a vign-
ette scenario, the age of a child might be more salient for participants than physical matu-
ration. Hence, future studies might consider adding pictures of the people involved in the
sexual act.

Conclusion and outlook

The current social discourse on pedophilia and child sexual abuse tends to consider ped-
ophilic adults as morally indifferent individuals who force or manipulate children to have
sex with them. Findings from the current survey suggest that moral reasoning among ped-
ophilic men is more diverse and rich than many might expect. As a partial replication of a
previous survey among German-speaking pedohebephilic men (Jahnke et al., 2017), our
results confirm some important findings and/or previous hypotheses: 1) the English
version of the Immoral Sex scale has acceptable psychometric properties and seems
appropriate for use especially in community samples of pedophilic men, 2) moral judg-
ments between men with a pedophilic sexual orientation are not homogenous, as there
exists a large minority who rejects adult–child sex, even when presented as not involving
force or manipulation, 3) there is general agreement that the child would have to fear stig-
matization from society due to his or her sexual activities with an adult, 4) preferential ped-
ophilia and liberal political orientations appear to be linked to more permissive attitudes
(but note that more research is needed to rule out recruitment bias as a potential alterna-
tive explanation), and 5) attitudes about the moral permissibility of adult–child sex appear
to be unrelated to prior offending. Contrary to our expectations, the gender and sexual
maturity of the child did not influence whether adult–child sex was perceived as
immoral or whether the child’s reaction was rated as believable or common, with the
exception of boys being perceived as more likely to willingly engage in sex after control-
ling for covariates. Also, replicating observations from Jahnke et al.’s (2017) German study,
English-speaking pedophilic participants in this survey did not seem to be able or willing
to differentiate between different types of moral arguments against adult–child sex (as
indicated by high intercorrelations between the subscales). While it is theoretically poss-
ible to endorse the argument that children cannot consent to sexual activities and dis-
agree that it is always harmful (which resembles the way that Finkelhor, 1979 argues in
his widely cited manuscript on the ethics of adult–child sex), this level of differentiation
seems to be highly unusual among lay people.

For future research in this area, we have to keep in mind that aspects like gender and
physical maturity are probably more salient and relevant when we are judging real dilem-
mas in everyday life. Judgments about sexual morality may be appraised based primarily

14 S. JAHNKE AND A. MALÓN



on emotions or moral intuitions (Jahnke, 2018; Russell & Piazza, 2015), which may depend
less on reason or context information than on deep-seated values and preconceptions, on
our ideals of masculinity/femininity and concepts of normal and deviant sexuality. This is
also reflected in some of the commentaries we received at the end of the survey, where
participants pointed out that they found it difficult to judge the presented fictitious scene.
A few respondents also noted that some pieces of information that they perceived as criti-
cal were missing, especially regarding the type of relationship between the man and the
child. Others suggested further potentially relevant aspects like the question who initiated
the contact and if the child initially wanted it, the child’s feelings and behaviors during the
experience, whether both were aware of negative social attitudes regarding adult–child
sex, whether the adult had a caring, child-centered attitude, and different characteristics
of the child, such as his or her emotional intelligence and maturity, family and school
life, and so on. Consequently, we see ample potential for future studies on how people
with and without a sexual attraction to minors form a moral position regarding the
moral permissibility of adult–child sex.
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Appendix

Self-reported pedophilic, hebephilic, and teleiophilic interests

Instruction: How strong is your sexual attraction to people of different genders and levels of physical
maturity?

Items (to be rated on a scale from 1 [no sexual interest] to 10 [maximum sexual interest]):

(1) Boys before puberty (i.e. boys who show no signs of physical maturity, like pubic hair or a larger
penis or scrotum)

(2) Girls before puberty (i.e. girls who show no signs of physical maturity, like pubic hair or budding
breasts)

(3) Boys in early to mid-puberty (i.e. boys who show some signs of physical maturity, like sparse
pubic hair or a slightly larger penis or scrotum compared to younger boys)

(4) Girls in early to mid-puberty (i.e. girls who show some signs of physical maturity, like sparse
pubic hair or developing breasts)

(5) Adult men after puberty (i.e. physically mature men)
(6) Adult women after puberty (i.e. physically mature women)

Vignette: pre-pubertal girl

An 11-year old girl has sexual contact with an adult man who is aware of the girl’s young age. The girl
shows no signs of physical maturity, like pubic hair or breast buds, and does not look like an adult
woman at all. They kiss, fondle, and touch each other’s genitals. The adult does not use physical violence,
threats, or money to make the girl participate in these actions, and repeatedly asks her permission
before going on. Afterwards, the girl spontaneously tells the adult that she has enjoyed the experience.

Vignette: early to mid-pubertal girl

An 11-year old girl has sexual contact with an adult man who is aware of the girl’s young age. The girl
shows some signs of physical maturity, like a sparse growth of pubic hair and developing breasts, but
does not yet look like an adult woman. They kiss, fondle, and touch each other’s genitals. The adult
does not use physical violence, threats, or money to make the girl participate in these actions, and
repeatedly asks her permission before going on. Afterwards, the girl spontaneously tells the adult
that she has enjoyed the experience.

Vignette: pre-pubertal boy

An 11-year old boy has sexual contact with an adult man who is aware of the boy’s young age. The
boy shows no signs of physical maturity, like pubic hair or a larger penis or scrotum compared to
younger boys, and does not look like an adult man at all. They kiss, fondle, and touch each
other’s genitals. The adult does not use physical violence, threats, or money to make the boy partici-
pate in these actions, and repeatedly asks his permission before going on. Afterwards, the boy spon-
taneously tells the adult that he has enjoyed the experience.

Vignette: early to mid-pubertal boy

An 11-year old boy has sexual contact with an adult man who is aware of the boy’s young age. The
boy shows some signs of physical maturity, like a sparse growth of pubic hair and a slightly larger
penis compared to younger boys, but does not yet look like an adult man. They kiss, fondle, and
touch each other’s genitals. The adult does not use physical violence, threats, or money to make
the boy participate in these actions, and repeatedly asks his permission before going on. Afterwards,
the boy spontaneously tells the adult that he has enjoyed the experience.
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