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Just as a heroin addict chases a substance-induced high, sex addicts are bingeing on 
chemicals—in this case, their own hormones.

Course Introduction
Human sexuality as a concept has been studied for thousands of years, and it has just 
as often been pathologized. Homosexuality, for example, has throughout many cultures 
in various historical periods been considered a mental illness. Women in particular have 
had their sexual desires treated as disorders. 

Vicinus recounted in Suffer and Be Still: Women in the Victorian Age (1973): 

Physical desire was alleged to be exceptionally weak and only became intense when it 
reached the pathological stage of nymphomania, a form of insanity. 

As William Acton, a  highly regarded venereologist during that period, put it,  "A modest 
woman seldom desires any sexual gratification for herself. She submits to her husband, 
but only to please him; and, but for the desire of maternity, would far rather be relieved 
from his attention. (Vicinus, 1973)"

Obviously our understanding of human sexuality has greatly evolved since that time 
period. However, there continue to be men and women who are troubled by their sexual 
desires. Outside of the topic of paraphilias, which are discussed in a separate course, 
there are many who feel that the amount of time and energy expended on sexual 
desires and urges have become problematic and even compulsive. They may engage in 
risky behaviors and suffer consequences from their inability to refrain from sexual 
thoughts or actions, including sexually transmitted infections, job losses, and break ups.

The advent of the Internet has given many seemingly limitless possibilities to engage in 
undesired sexual behaviors, from access to an endless supply of pornography, to 
websites that allow almost anybody to easily find anonymous sexual partners, either in 
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real life, or via sexual chats and live video. This course will focus specifically on the 
intersection between the Internet and sexual addiction.

Defining Sexual Addiction

Currently, Internet addiction is not recognized as a specific mental disorder in the DSM, 
nor will it be officially diagnosed in the DSM-V. While it was considered for inclusion 
under behavioral addictions, a lack of evidence led to it being rejected, although it will 
be included in the appendix. Unlike the previous edition, DSM-V does include the 
concept of behavioral addictions.

According to the American Psychological Association Educational Directive (Freimuth):

Addiction is not included in DSM-IV, but it will return in DSM-V, due out in 2013. 
Substance-related disorders will be identified as substance addiction and, for the first 
time, the manual will  recognize that addiction can develop in relation to a behavior. 
Pathological gambling, currently an impulse control disorder, is slated to be the only 
behavioral addiction in DSM-V. Internet addiction will be included in an appendix for 
further study. ... Exercise, work, eating, buying and other behaviors that have been 
discussed as addictive (Freimuth, 2009; Orford, 2002) will continue to be considered 
compulsions. An addiction, whether to a substance or behavior, is characterized simply 
by repetitiveness, high frequency or excess. Reading books or texting frequently and for 
long time periods does not make a person addicted. Rather, addictive behavior is 
characterized by a unique set of attributes. 

Recreational level:
• Controlled by the situation
• Frequency and intensity of behavior is relatively stable
• Negative effects are rare, unexpected, private and a direct effect of the behavior 

(e.g., hangover, sore back from sitting and gambling)
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At-risk level:
• Controlled by intrinsic reinforcement
• A once social behavior occurs alone or with "like-minded" others
• Negative effects are intermittent, a direct effect of the behavior, and not 

unexpected

Problematic level:
• Doing the behavior is more important than the people it is done with
• Frequency and intensity of behavior is increasing
• Secondary negative consequences: physical, psychological, & social responses 

to direct negative effects (e.g., late to work due to hangover, others begin to 
notice there is a problem)

Fully addicted level:
• Behavior continues even after desired effect is achieved
• Behavior is indiscriminate
• Tertiary negative consequences (e.g., depression forms as a result of guilt and 

inability to control the behavior, risk of job loss as a result of lowered work 
performance/late to work due to hangovers)." 

Hypersexual disorder was also proposed for inclusion in the DSM-V, but ultimately it has 
been rejected due to a lack of consensus. Hypersexuality may be a symptom brought 
on by external influences, including certain medications and illegal substances such as 
methamphetamines, and it is also frequently seen in patients with certain conditions, 
especially in bipolar patients, who may engage in many risky and even compulsive 
behaviors during manic or hypomanic stages. 

It is imperative that mental health professional properly differentiate between sexual 
addiction and compulsions from hypersexuality as a symptom of a broader disorder or 

© 2018 Ace-Classes, Inc. adapted with permission for ACEonline, LLC                                                                                5



ACEonline, LLC                                   online-CEs.com______________________________________________ 
Online Continuing Education for Professionals

substance addiction. Treating a bipolar patient for sexual addiction, for example, without 
treating their overall bipolar disorder, will rarely be successful, as in that case their 
sexual desires are frequently linked to their manic/hypomanic cycles. Treating their 
bipolar disorder with therapy and/or medication will often in turn help stabilize their 
sexual behaviors and impulses as it would other behaviors associated with manic/
hypomanic episodes, such as impulsive spending and racing thoughts. 

That isn't to say, however, that a client can't have sexually addictive behaviors that may 
go beyond the scope of their bipolar disorder, just that mental health professionals need 
to make sure they identify and treat overall disorders and substance abuse issues in 
addition to sexual addiction. In fact, sexual compulsivity is associated with several 
comorbid disorders, including social phobia, generalized anxiety disorder, substance 
abuse, depression, bipolar, obsessive compulsive disorder, and kleptomania (Kafka, 
2009). 

Empirical evidence for sex as a behavioral addiction does exist, although as studies 
may relay on people who already identify as sexual addicts, ascertainment bias may be 
present (Kafka, 2009). One such study of 53 participants found support for reality of 
sexual dependence, with 98 percent of respondents suffering three or more withdrawal 
symptoms, 94 percent recalling unsucessful attempts to control addictive behavior, 94 
percent spending significant time preparing for or recovering from addictive sexual 
behaviors, and 92 percent engaging in longer or greater amounts of sexual behavior 
than they anticipated (Kafka, 2009).

Proposed diagnostic criteria for hypersexual disorder included (Kafka, 2009):

A. Over a period of at least 6 months, recurrent and intense sexual fantasies, sexual 
urges, or sexual behaviors in association with 3 or more of the following 5 criteria:
A1. Time consumed by sexual fantasies, urges or behaviors repetitively interferes 
with other important (non-sexual) goals, activities and obligations.
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A2. Repetitively engaging in sexual fantasies, urges or behaviors in response to 
dysphoric mood states (e.g., anxiety, depression, boredom, irritability).
A3. Repetitively engaging in sexual fantasies, urges or behaviors in response to 
stressful life events.
A4. Repetitive but unsuccessful efforts to control or significantly reduce these sexual 
fantasies, urges or behaviors.
A5. Repetitively engaging in sexual behaviors while disregarding the risk for physical 
or emotional harm to self or others.

B. There is clinically significant personal distress or impairment in social, 
occupational or other important areas of functioning associated with the frequency 
and intensity of these sexual fantasies, urges or behaviors.

C. These sexual fantasies, urges or behaviors are not due to the direct physiological 
effect of an exogenous substance (e.g., a drug of abuse or a medication)

Specify if:
◦ Masturbation
◦ Pornography
◦ Sexual Behavior with Consenting Adults
◦ Cybersex
◦ Telephone Sex
◦ Strip Clubs

Sexually addictive behaviors include, but are not limited to: compulsive masturbation, 
affairs, use of prostitutes, cybersex, prostitution, voyeurism, exhibitionism, sexual 
harassment, sexual offending, compulsive cruising and multiple partners, compulsive 
fixation on an unattainable partner, compulsive use of erotica, compulsive use of the 
internet, compulsive multiple love relationships, and compulsive sexuality in a 
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relationship, with compulsive masturbation reported in 70 percent of a clinical sample of 
206 males diagnosed with paraphilias and sexual disorders (Kafka, 2009). 

Consequences for sexually addictive behaviors can be severe, including personal 
distress, sexually transmitted infections, unwanted pregnancies, significant financial 
losses, and impaired functionality at work and school. Compulsive promiscuity was 
associated with high risk behavior, including unprotected anal and vaginal sex, 
increased rates of HIV and other sexually transmitted infections, and higher rates of 
drug use (Kafka, 2009).

Digital Intimacy and Sexual Relationships

(Angelova, 2011)

It is important to recognize that there is a difference between being addicted to using 
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the Internet in and of itself, and using the Internet to find additional ways to engage in 
other addictive and compulsive behaviors. Somebody who engages in compulsive 
gambling, for example, may spend countless hours on the internet playing online poker. 
However, outside that particular behavior, they may have no problems engaging in 
normal behavioral patterns when it comes to the rest of their online life. The same holds 
true for somebody who compulsively consumes online pornography or spends an 
excessive number of hours in sex-based chatrooms. According to Jones and Hertlein 
(2012):

The Internet has changed the way that couples and families interact with one another 
and the world around them. The ability to be connected to a wide range of opportunities 
and other people at the touch of a keyboard can provide a space for people to develop 
relationships based on emotional rather than physical reasons (Henline & Harris, 2006) 
and help couples develop better understandings of gender roles, use fantasy in a 
helpful way to the relationship, and better communication skills. One of the challenges, 
however, is the appropriate classification of problematic behavior. Practicing therapists 
often find it difficult to distinguish between addiction and infidelity in practice, further 
complicated by the empirically-supported relationship between chemical (e.g., alcohol, 
drugs) and process addictions.

A small but significant percentage of people who use the Internet to access sexual 
content report distress. According to a Swedish study (Ross, Månsson, and Daneback, 
2012):

The content and prevalence of problematic Internet sexual use was investigated in a 
sample of 1,913 Internet-recruited younger Swedish men and women. Five items as 
part of a larger Internet sexual use study addressed problems associated with it, control, 
dysphoria, feeling “addicted,” and feeling the need for treatment. The resulting scale of 
Internet sexual problems indicated that 5% of women and 13% of men reported some 
problems, with 2% of women and 5% of men indicating serious problems across the five 
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items. Of five predictors of problematic use, three were significant: religiosity, having 
negative experiences with Internet sexual use, and frequency of pornography viewing. 
The viewing and sharing of pornography was most closely associated with reported 
problems. Data also suggested that having some very specific pornographic content 
interests were associated with an increase in reported problems.  
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(Carnes and Adams, 2001)

Symptoms of online sexual addiction that mental health professionals should watch for 
include (Jones and Hertlein, 2012):

• A pattern of out-of-control behavior 
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• Severe consequences due to sexual behavior
• An inability to stop the behavior(s) despite adverse consequences 
• An ongoing desire or effort to limit sexual behavior 
• Sexual obsession and fantasy as a primary coping strategy 
• Increasing amounts of sexual experience because the current level of activity is 

no longer sufficient
• Severe mood changes around sexual activity 
• Inordinate amounts of time spent in obtaining sex, being sexual, or recovering 

from sexual experience 
• Neglect of important social, occupational, or recreational activities because of 

sexual behavior.

As with other compulsive behaviors, mental health professionals must carefully work 
with clients to determine the difference between use and abuse. Viewing online 
pornography, participating in video sex chats, and even having online or physical affairs 
do not necessarily mean somebody has a problem with sexual addiction. It is a very thin 
line between normal sexuality, even if it falls outside of what may be considered the 
"normal" range of sexual behaviors, and a diagnosis of sexual disorder.

Pornographic websites have more traffic than almost any other type of site. By 2012, 
xvideos.com, the largest pornographic website, reached and average 4.4 billion page 
views per month, with most visitors spending between 15 and 20 minutes, compared to 
news sites where visitors linger an average of three to six minutes (Anthony, 2012). Of 
those, 82 percent were men, and 18 percent were women (Anthony, 2012).
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(Anthony, 2012)

Pornography dependence has been closely associated with compulsive masturbation, 
including sexually explicit magazines, websites, and videos. Pornography use in the 
workplace often leads to problematic behavior and consequences such as employment 
termination. Men and women who self identify as sexually compulsive reported 
spending at least an hour or two a day using the computer to view and/or read 
pornography and other erotic materials, as well as engaging in cybersex via web-cams 
and and chatrooms (Kafka, 2009).
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The Internet can greatly facilitate people with sexually compulsive behavior in seeking 
erotic materials, partners for cybersex, and anonymous sex with various partners. 
Participants in a study of people identified as sexually compulsive described "symptoms 
of dissociation and depersonalization during online sexual activity, including losing a 
sense of time, self-identity, and disconnection from thoughts, feelings, and actions. 
Similar to Internet addicts, all participants also mentioned poor interpersonal 
relationships (Jones and Hertlein, 2012)."

(Jones and Hertlein, 2012)

There are noticeable differences in how sexual addiction affects men and women in 
regards to Internet consumption.  In surveys, women prefer erotic chat rooms and other 
forms of sexual online activity associated more closely with interpersonal relationships, 
while men tended to prefer solitary activities such as watching pornographic videos 
(Jones and Hertlein, 2012). However, the consequences are similar. Online sexual 
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addiction can also lead to a problem unique to the digital age—Internet infidelity.

While Internet sexual addiction can be described as an individual activity, Internet 
infidelity usually involves a third party, an actual person, and the infidelity can constitute 
a breach int the relationship regardless of whether or not physical contact has ever 
taken place. 

According to Internet Addiction: A Handbook and Guide to Evaluation and Treatment 
(Young and Nabuco de Abreu, 2011): 

Although the research is fairly consistent about the view that sexual acts such as 
cybersex and hot chatting are unfaithful, it it still important to consider why this is the 
case. ... Emotional infidelity can be just as upsetting a form of betrayal as sexual 
infidelity. Emotional infidelity is understood in the main to be falling in love with another 
person. It can also be understood as innapropriate emotional closeness with another, 
such as sharing intimate secrets. Emotional infidelity has been seen to be equally 
upsetting whether it takes place online or offline.
 

Treatment Options

Unfortunately, as of 2012, there have not been any significant placebo-controlled, 
double-blind studies of therapeutic approaches to sexual addiction or hypersexuality. 
However, there are many kinds of treatment options that are widely used with clients 
suffering from addictive or compulsive sexual behavior, including (Rosenberg, Carnes, 
and O'Connor, 2012): 

• Group and individual therapy
• Motivational interviewing
• Cognitive behavioral approaches to identify triggers
• Dialectical behavioral techniques to manage cravings
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• Relapse prevention strategies
• Insight-oriented therapy to identify deeper causes
• Family therapy to resolve conflicts
• Exercise and nutrition
• Treatment of co-morbid mental illness and addictions
• Referral to appropriate 12-step based recovery groups

In addition, the correct use of psychopharmacology can help to diminish dysfunctional 
sexual behaviors, reduce cravings, improve the outcome during desired sexual 
experiences, and treat associated psychiatric disorders (Rosenberg, Carnes, and 
O'Connor, 2012). 

Inpatient and outpatient facilities exist throughout the US. In many of them, sexual 
behaviors and masturbation are strictly controlled, with emphasis placed on nutrition, 
exercise, rest, introspection, and healthy platonic friendships (Rosenberg, Carnes, and 
O'Connor, 2012). Another  aspect to treatment which has been mentioned earlier in the 
course is the important of treating comorbid disorders. In addition to any underlying 
mental disorders, such as anxiety or bipolar, clients suffering from sexual addiction are 
often addicted to multiple substances as well, such as stimulants or alcohol. 

Clients who frequently engage in cybersex and use of Internet pornography may exhibit 
distractibility and seek out novel stimuli, symptoms of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD), which is in and of itself is often associated with high-risk sexual 
behaviors. Medication for ADHD can provide relief, though some stimulants do carry 
their own risks for addiction and even increased sexual desire.

Conclusion

Even though sexual addiction and Internet addiction will not be included in the DSM-V 
as recognized disorders, mental health professionals must take into account that there 
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are thousands of people who do suffer distress due to their difficulties in curbing 
destructive sexual behaviors. 

It is important that they ensure that no bias arrises due to the personal beliefs mental 
health professionals may hold about sex, monogamy, and pornography. Having an affair 
or a non-monogamous relationship does not necessarily imply that a client has a sexual 
addiction, and neither does engaging in cybersex or seeking out Internet pornography. 

As we’ve seen, millions of people throughout the country seek out pornography on the 
Internet on a regular basis, often spending 15-20 minutes at a time on pornographic 
websites. Mental health professionals should only be concerned when use becomes 
abuse—when clients feel they can’t control their behavior despite severe 
consequences, neglecting their relationships and other important aspects of their lives 
in favor of sexual compulsions. Fortunately, treatments are available, and clients can 
break free of their sexual addictions.
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