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1. Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk179111190]RESEARCH TITLE QUESTION: What is contributing to the increase in online sexual offending by males aged 18-25 years old?

* Care has been taken throughout this dissertation to utilise the term “Child Sexual Abuse Material = CSAM” rather than ‘child pornography’ to reflect the non-consensual and illegal nature of the content. Using this term changes how you see that young person, therefore the term CSAM removes the agency from the child having some responsibility for it and passes it on to the person taking the images. However, the term ‘child pornography’ was included within some of the published literature and references used throughout. 
1.1 Introduction
Increasingly more adults are using the internet to talk with under 18s in a sexual way. Each adult will have their own reasons for doing so; often influenced by how they feel about themselves and how they view children.
Reports of child abuse images online increased by almost 50% during the UK lockdown due to the COVID pandemic, according to the Internet Watch Foundation, who report In the 11 weeks from 23 March 2020 , its hotline logged 44,809 reports of images compared with 29,698 in 2019 (Internet Watch Foundation, 2020)
Stop It Now!, a UK-based charity that advertises helpline services to those worried about child sexual abuse, including their own thoughts or behaviour, report that in 2021 they saw significant increase in the number of young people contacting us for advice and support. They state, “We received 155 contacts (calls/chats/emails) from under 18s who had committed a sexual offence online – this is a 177% increase compared to 2019/20 (56).” (Stopitnow, 2022)
Maeve Lewis, the executive director of the “One in Four” service said that in 2013 "the number of young men aged 18-25 years who have been referred to One in Four has increased and now comprises almost a quarter of all offenders on our treatment programme.” (Lewis, 2014) One in Four work assist victims of sexual abuse, and work to prevent sexual abuse. Lewis says, “Many of these young men began offending as adolescents by downloading internet images of children being abused and then moved on to sexually harming children themselves”. (Lewis, 2014) This was now almost 10 years ago, so what is causing this rapid increase in young men offending online?
The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate what is contributing to the increase in online sexual offending and why has there been a rise in young people committing sexual offences online. I aim to look at research that has been conducted and draw a conclusion as to what is causing so many young people in the UK to become sex offenders through online offending. 
In a Guardian article in 2020 Michael Sheath, a counsellor at the Lucy Faithfull Foundation, who work to rehabilitate sexual offenders, stated he believed extreme pornography has become a gateway drug into child abuse. He stated abuse themed pornography makes watching real abuse of real children easier.  Sheath talks about “seeing what he believes is a dangerous cultural shift in the profile of offenders, brought about by the enormous change that increasingly extreme pornography is having on the developing teenage mind.” (Sheath, 2020) The research conduct will attempt to ascertain if there a link between excessive pornography uses and viewing indecent images of children, and if so, is this able to be prevented somehow. 
Research into brain development will also be conducted, and the changes occurring between ages 18-25 years old and how internet use can affect you during this time. Finally, the research will investigate whether those young men who become sexual offenders through online offending should be criminalised.  A study commissioned by the Scottish Sentencing Council states, “Courts sentencing younger offenders should take into account that the human brain does not fully mature until at least the age of 25” The council, which is developing a guideline on sentencing young people, asked the University of Edinburgh to carry out a systematic review of the current neurological, neuropsychological, and psychological evidence on the cognitive maturity of younger people. Its findings confirm that the adolescent brain continues to develop into adulthood and does not reach full maturity until approximately 25-30 years of age. (LawScot, 2020) So is it right that those who view indecent images when aged 18-25 – but have never committed a contact offence - should be registered as sexual offenders for life?
1.2 Background
Results from Freedom of Information requests to UK police forces show the number of offences related to possessing, taking, making and distributing child abuse material peaked at 25,281 last year (2020/21). This is up 37% from 2016/17, the total number of offences recorded over this five-year period was 107,000. (NSPCC, 2022)
Around 850 people, predominately men, are arrested each month in England and Wales for downloading indecent images or grooming children online. In 2010 there were only 407 arrests across the entire year; The Guardian reports. (Grant, 2021) Since then, there has been a staggering 25-fold rise that threatens to overwhelm UK police capacity.  However, researchers differ in whether they believe that viewing CSAM online will lead to contact sexual offending against children. 
A research publication conducted in 2009 by Endrass J, Urbaniok F, Hammermeister LC, et al concluded “Consuming child pornography alone is not a risk factor for committing hands-on sex offenses - at least not for those subjects who had never committed a hands-on sex offense. Most of the investigated consumers had no previous convictions for hands-on sex offenses” (Endrass J, 2009)
In contrast, Dr Lauren Smith reported “Several studies point to the inconclusive nature of the evidence around whether paedophilic or hebephiliac interests escalate into contact offending. This is due to several reasons, including weakness of correlational studies that imply evidence of the possession of child sexual abuse images is connected to committing child sexual abuse offences”. (Smith, 2017)
Furthermore, it must be considered that child sexual abuse is not only committed by people who are paedophilic. This dissertation will explore why there has been this increase in 18–25-year-olds viewing CSAM.
SUMMARY OF RESEARCH OBJECTIVES: 
This dissertation will be researching the following questions. 
· What is contributing to the increase in online sexual offending?
· Why has there been a rise in under 25s viewing indecent images?
· Is there a link between excessive pornography use and viewing indecent images of children? 
· Can offending be prevented?

2. Chapter Two: Literature Review
2.1 Background 
The viewing of indecent images of children (IIOC) is a significant and prevalent problem in modern society. It is a criminal offence in most countries and has been linked to serious harms to both the children depicted and the individual viewing the images. In recent years, there has been a growing body of literature exploring the factors that contribute to the viewing of CSAM, as well as the impacts of this behaviour. This literature review aims to provide a comprehensive overview of the current state of knowledge in this field. 
Definition of indecent images of children (IIOC)
Indecent images of children (IIOC) or Child sexual abuse material (CSAM) refers to any visual depiction of a minor engaged in sexual activity or posing in a sexually suggestive manner. This can include photographs, videos, cartoons or computer-generated images. Despite the illegality of viewing IIOC, it is a surprisingly prevalent problem. It is estimated that between 1% and 20% of the general population may have viewed IIOC at some point in their lives (Flood & Hamilton 2003, Seto & EK 2015) However, due to the secretive nature of the behaviour, it is difficult to accurately estimate the true prevalence of the behaviour. Research has also shown that the prevalence of viewing IIOC varies across different populations. For example, this study is focusing on male individuals, as they are more likely to view IIOC than women. Some studies suggest that individuals who have experienced childhood sexual abuse may be more likely to engage in this behaviour (Setok & Eko 2015)

2.1.2 History
Offenders having a sexual interest in children is not new, The National Crime Agency estimates that in the UK 1 in 35 men have paedophilic tendencies. (The National Crime Agency, 2015) The NSPCC statistics say that 1 in 20 children in the UK have been sexually abused. (NSPCC, 2021) The 20th-century suppression of the problem has been linked to Freudianism, sexual modernism, and gender politics. (Olafson, 1993).
In 1908 the Children and Young Persons Act was passed as legislation by the liberal government as part of the Children’s Charter.  A section of this was The Punishment of Incest Act made sexual abuse within families a matter for state jurisdiction rather than intervention by the clergy. (Batty, 2005)
In its most simple terms, Child sexual abuse is when harm or distress is caused to a child, through means of sexual activity. There is no fixed definition for Child sexual abuse, however in the United Kingdom, and in Wales, and it’s covered under our own child protection guidelines. 
[bookmark: _Int_eazhslKj]It states Child sexual abuse is the “Forcing or enticing a child or young person to take part in sexual activities, whether the child is aware of what is happening, including: physical contact, including penetrative or non-penetrative acts; non-contact activities, such as involving children in looking at, or in the production of, pornographic material or watching sexual activities. or encouraging children to behave in sexually inappropriate ways.” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2023) However, the viewing of Child sexual abuse material (CSAM) does not fall under this category. 
[bookmark: _Int_9rg1VIxo]The UK law definition of sexual offences against children are involving indecent images is currently covered under both The Criminal Justice Act 1988, which covers possession of Indecent Images and The Protection of Children Act 1978 which covers those who are making, taking and distributing the images. Prior to the mid-90’s, those with a sexual interest in children were isolated. However, the birth of the internet created a community where they could meet other like-minded people. Suddenly, Child Sexual Abuse Material was available in mass amounts, and the British public became aware that CSAM was becoming available in the kind of volumes that had never previously been imagined of. “Typically, when a somebody in possession of CSAM was arrested by police, they would be in possession of two of three photos, maybe a video, 100 was astonishing, a 1000 almost unheard.” 
In 1997 Sir William Uttin, who published “People like us: the report of the Review of the Safeguards for Children Living Away from Home” described the distribution of CSAM as “a cottage industry” (people like us ref) meaning it was small scale and highly localised. In short, if at this time you wanted to get hold of that type of image, you had to basically know someone who had some. This was dissolved by the internet’s arrival. It allowed paedophiles to form social groupings with each other, allowing them to spur each other on and normalise their behaviour. To the show the stark contrast in modern times, In 2022 an English primary headteacher was found by Suffolk police to have downloaded over one million child abuse images. (BBC, 2022) What’s in these images is an illegal and criminal act, and there is concern that those who are viewing countless images of CSAM are forgetting this and becoming immune to the fact that these images are children being raped. 

2.2 Aims of Research
In modern day society, Issues such as service provisions, attitudes and treatment by the police, third parties, and the general public all have the potential to create barriers for male victims to come forward and receive the assistance they require. The aim of this literature review is to look at the different theories as to why males are committing these offences, which have been discovered within the existing literature already published. The first of which is; What is contributing to the increase in online sexual offending? The following sections will investigate the relevant age category of ages 18-25 years, and why offending in this group is on the rise. The research will investigate contributing factors and themes and study the potential link between pornography and the viewing of IIOC. 

[bookmark: _Int_MBKW9lhk]2.3 How the research findings can lead to the dissertation question. 
This dissertation is being carried out to attempt to ascertain the reasons behind why young men are increasingly viewing, and subsequently being caught by police, in possession of indecent images of children. 
[bookmark: _Int_s9raXl8s][bookmark: _Int_1iF5EI2O][bookmark: _Int_5TysSBFF][bookmark: _Int_act2C0rO]Because of the controversary and sensitive nature around the topic, and societal opinions on those who commit these offences, it is rare that offenders would speak out about the fact they are viewing CSAM, and what they feel has contributed to this behaviour. I intend through my investigation into this subject to encourage openness around discussing this topic, and to show that this may be a generational issue due to modern technology. 

[bookmark: _Int_bNgWrde7]2.4 Discussion 
2.4.1 What is contributing to the increase in online sexual offending?
As a society, we are becoming dependant on the internet. Many people now require it socialise, work, even exercise (think YouTube workout videos!) A large portion of the UK population is chronically online; “Chronically online describes those who spend so much time online it skews their sense of reality and hinders their ability to effectively communicate about topics like politics or social justice because they lack real-world experience.” (Al-Heeti, 2021) 
With the boom of the internet, comes the downsides. There is estimated to be a However, we can never really know the true scale of CSAM, due to its rapid growth. Statistics from the National Crime Agency (NCA) show that last year 2.88 million accounts were registered globally across the most harmful child sexual abuse dark web sites, with at least 5% (144,00) of these accounts believed to be registered in the UK. 
The Internet Watch foundation is a UK based charity who work to remove indecent images of children from the internet. Founded in 1996, they have removed millions of webpages containing horrific sexual abuse of children of all ages. An appalling growing statistic is that a third of all content removed by the IWF in 2021 was self-generated content (approx 182,000). (Internet Watch Foundation, 2021). 
26 years after this problem began to emerge, there are currently 500 offenders being arrested by UK police forces every month, and an estimated 700 children being safeguarded, and the scales and volumes keep growing. Many of these are men who without the internet might never have bothered to find these images are having them readily and easily available in just a few clicks, with the internet providing them a feeling of anonymity. For these offenders, the penny only drops when they get that knock on the door from the police. Then suddenly their shameful, guilty secret about what they may not have considered is illegal behaviour is exposed to not only the police and the courts by their loved ones.  This sad commentary on human nature is an ever-growing problem. 

2.4.2 Why has there been a rise in 18 – 25 year old males viewing indecent images?
Simon Bailey, ex-Chief Constable of Norfolk Police, was the lead on Child Protection in the UK from 2014-2021 spoke in an interview with the IWF about the “emergence of a new group of sexual offenders” Bailey explained in the 2020 interview how “We have historically spoken about those men who are pre-disposed to have a sexual interest in children, However what we are now seeing is a group of young men between 18-26 who have been brought up on a staple diet of going to visit PornHub and sites like that, and that pornography becoming increasingly more hardcore as they become desensitised to the porn, and they get to the point where there’s no pornographic material that is stimulating them, so they then start to explore what child abuse imagery might look like.” (Bailey, 2020) 
None of these explanations excuses this behaviour, however when you are in the age category of 18-25 you may see these children as “teenagers” or persons who are only a few years younger than you.  Several factors have been identified with the rise is young males viewing CSAM. One of the key factors contributing is the increasing accessibility of the internet and the proliferation of digital technology. With the phenomenon of the internet, along with it came a whole new way for sexual offenders to operate. In 1985 only 13% of UK households had a home computer. (Statista, 2019) Whereas currently in 2022, 63.46 million people use a smartphone (Statista, 2021) The anonymity and privacy offered by digital technology make it easier for individuals to engage in risky and illegal behaviours with fear of detection or consequences. 




2.4.3 Is there a link between excessive pornography use and viewing indecent images of
Children?
There has been a growing concern about the potential link between excessive pornography use and the viewing of indecent images of children (IIOC). In recent years, there has been a significant increase in the availability and consumption of online pornography, and some experts have suggested this may be contributing to an increase in the prevalence of IIOC. 
Research has suggested that there may be a link between persistent, excessive consumption of pornography and the viewing of IIOC. One possible explanation for this is that exposure to pornographic material can desensitize individuals to sexual content, leading them to seek out more extreme or taboo material (Griffiths 2012). This may make individuals more likely to view IIOC, which is often considered to be the most extreme form of sexual content. 
Several studies have explored the relationship between pornography and the viewing IIOC. Foe example, a study by Seto and Lalumiere (2010) found that individuals who reported a greater frequency of pornography use were more likely to report having viewed IIOC. Similarly, a study by Gwinnell and colleagues (2018) found that individuals who reported viewing more extreme forms of pornography were also more likely to report having viewed IIOC. 
Donald Findlater, who is the Director of Research and Development at Lucy Faithfull Foundation, says that they work currently with thousands of offenders every year who are from all walks of life.He reports that the organisation does see patterns, however only 15-20% of them class themselves as “paedophiles” whose primary sexual interest in children, and they’ve had this for many years. (Findlater, 2020) This leaves a vast majority who don’t believe their sexuality is represented this way. Many grew into that sexual interest in children online through heavy pornography use. He refers to “schoolgirls” and “jailbait” and that they are tempted down this route when in a sexually aroused state.  (Findlater, 2020) Other research has found not all CSAM offenders show a sexual preference for children over adults and there are motivations other than just simply – being a paedophile. In a journal published in 2010 titled “Explanations given by child pornography offenders for their crimes” the offenders gave explanations for their child pornography offending which included “indiscriminate sexual interests, an "addiction" to pornography and curiosity”  (Seto, 2010)
There is evidence to suggest that excessive pornography use can have negative impacts on individuals. For example, research has suggested that excessive pornography use can lead to a decrease in sexual satisfaction, as individuals may develop unrealistic expectations about sex and their own sexual performance (Grubbs, 2019) Excessive pornography use has also been linked to negative impacts on mental health, such as increased levels of anxiety, depression and stress. (Kohut, 2016)

2.4.4  Can this type of offending be prevented?
Ernie Allen, who was the CEO of The National Centre for Missing and Exploited Children stated in 2020 that there is an estimated 35 million men worldwide with a sexual interest in children. (Allen, 2020) He states that even though not all these men would go on to offend, sadly there is no way that those who do can all be arrested and prosecuted. So how do we work on prevention?  
Those who trade images may say “I’m not an abuser, I’m only watching”. They disassociate from the fact it is a real child being abuse, a child who is in pain, and every time that image is viewed it is re-victimising that child. In contrast to those who believe pornography has created an addiction to CSAM, many believe this is not an addiction, but a choice that needs to be managed and helped. 
The Lucy Faithfull foundation - who provide 1-to-1 support and counselling to those who have either self-referred or being caught offending - state on their website that the steps to change include “Recognise that viewing inappropriate material online is harmful both to your own life and the and the lives of others.”. 
“There will be several age-verification options available, so a user can choose what’s right for them. These checks will be rigorous - you won’t be able to just type in your date of birth or tick a box. Age-verification solutions range from the use of traditional ID documents online (for example, credit cards or passports) to mobile phones where the adult filters have been removed. Users can also use digital IDs or buy a card over the counter in a shop where the verification is face to face.” (GovUK, 2019)
With 88% of parents surveyed supporting this. There are ways, however, to bypass this such as using an older siblings ID or browsing the internet using a Virtual Private Network (VPN) which is an encrypted server. John Carr, “Children do not have a legal right to access porn. Children have a legal right to good advice and access to a range of sound, inclusive and comprehensive information about and support in relation to sex and sexuality.” (Carr, 2020)

2.4 Conclusion 
Overall, the research reviewed suggests the link between excessive pornography use and the viewing of IIOC is a complex and multifaceted issue. Whilst research suggested that there may be a link between these two behaviours, it is not yet fully understood how they are related. However, excessive pornography use can have negative impacts of individuals and may contribute to a desensitization to sexual content. This may in turn make individuals more likely to seek out more extreme and taboo forms of sexual content, which may include the viewing of IIOC. Further research is needed to fully understand the nature of the link between these two behaviours and to develop effective strategies for addressing the issue of the viewing of IIOC. 
The changes in technology have made it easier for individuals to access and consume illicit content at any time, where cultural and social factors may normalize and desensitize individuals to sexual content, making them more likely to seek out IIOC. Additionally, individual risk factors such as a history of childhood trauma or sexual abuse, may increase the likelihood of engaging in risky and illegal behaviours. Again, further research is needed to fully understand the nature of this trend and to develop effective preventative measures.

Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter will explore the methodology used to investigate the increase in viewing indecent images of children by males aged 18-25 years old. Research will be conducted in order to further understand the topic. 
Research is a systematic and scientific inquiry that involves collecting and analysing data to answer a specific question or solve a problem. It is the process of discovering new ideas and insights and verifying existing knowledge through empirical evidence.  The aim of research is to contribute to the body of knowledge and improve understanding of the world. The importance of research is highlighted by scholars such as (Creswell, 2014) and Saunders (Saunders, 2018)  who emphasize that it is a critical component of academic scholarship and essential for evidence-based decision making.  

3.1 Research onion
The research onion is a metaphorical tool created by Saunders et al to illustrate the process of conducting research. The onion model is a systematic approach that consists of layers of research components. Each layer represents a different stage of research, and each stage builds upon the previous one to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the research problem. The layers are demonstrated in the diagram below; 
[image: Guide to Understanding the Research Onion | 15 Writers]
Figure , Diagram of research onion developed by (Saunders, 2018) (15writers, 2023)
 The research onion model provides a clear and structured approach to conducting research, ensuring that researchers consider all relevant aspects of the research process. By following different layers of the onion, researchers can develop a comprehensive research design and improve the quality of their research.

3.2 Research Philosophy 
Research philosophy refers to the set of beliefs, values and assumptions that guide the research process. There are several research philosophies including positivism, interpretivism, critical theory and pragmatism. The below figure explains the different types of philosophical instances.
[image: Timeline

Description automatically generated]
Figure (Saunders, 2018)
The choice of research philosophy depends on the research question, the research context, and the researcher’s worldview. The chosen research philosophy has implications for the research design, data collection methods, data analysis and interpretation of findings. For this study, Interpretivism will be used, which explained by (Crotty, 1998) “focuses on the subjective interpretation of social phenomena, and emphasizes the use of qualitative data, inductive reasoning and interpretive methods to gin an understanding of social reality.” 
3.3 Research strategy 
The method of collecting relevant data and alongside attitudes and opinions will be a questionnaire for police officers and the wider public. The aim is to have 10 people respond, however if more agree to complete it then the quality of the data will be improved.
Surveymonkey.co.uk will be utilised to create and disseminate the questionnaire to 10 people, most of whom are serving police officers. This choice is due to the insight police officers having experience dealing with persons who have viewed indecent images of children as suspects in investigations. The questionnaire will also be sent to some non-police officers, to obtain a wider perspective. A survey format has been chosen due to cost, sample size and the likelihood of participation.  
3.4 Research Approach
Qualitative and qualitative research are two major approaches to conducting research. Quantitative research is an empirical research method that uses numerical and statistical data to test theories and make generalizes about the population. The survey conducted in this research is a typical form of quantitative research. The goal of the survey is providing a precise, numerical answer to the research question. Qualitative research on the other hand is an exploratory research method that uses unstructured data, such as the open-ended questions asked in this survey. This method is used to explore perspectives and beliefs of the individuals that are participating in the survey. The goal of the open-ended questions is to encourage participants to provide rich, detailed descriptions into this subject matter. 
This questionnaire will be collected in both qualitative and quantitative forms with some questions asking questions of which the participant can answer yes/no/ I don’t know, whereas others are asking for short opinions on the topic.  
The “I don’t know” option is for those participants who feel they cannot answer due to their experience or knowledge. This option is included as if this response is not available, the participant may click yes/no instead and skew the results. 
3.5 Ethical considerations 
The participant completing the questionnaire will be kept anonymous. They will only be asked minimal personal information, such as their gender and length of service if they are a police officer. No questions asked could lead to any person be identified. 

3.6 Time Horizons
The researcher will use a cross-sectional time horizon to conduct this research. A cross-sectional time horizon is a research design that examines a single point in time to gather data on a group of individuals or a population. It is the most efficient model when conducting surveys because it allows researchers to collect data from a large sample of individuals at one time, reducing the need for follow-up surveys or data collection. 

3.7 Techniques of data collection and analysis 
The survey will be conducted using online engine surveymonkey.co.uk. It will be disseminated to potential participants via a link, who can then complete at their own leisure. The data will then be analysed by the researcher and results presented in various tables and graphs. 

Sample
A population sample is a subset of a larger population that selected for research purposes. It is used to make inferences about the larger population. The sample size should be large enough to ensure statistical power. (Kadam, 2010) The researcher aims to achieve this by achieving 25 survey responses.
To conclude, the objectives of this study are listed below:
•To research what is contributing to the decision of males aged 18-25 years to view Indecent images of Children?
•To determine if people feel there is a link between the excessive viewing of adult pornography and choosing to view indecent images of children?
•To ascertain if people believe that those who choose to view indecent images of children can be rehabilitated?
•To determine what can be done to prevent / rehabilitate those who choose to view indecent images of children?
4. Chapter 4: Analysis of results 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter is focused on analysing the results obtained from a research study that investigated the increase in the rise of males aged 18-25 years viewing IIOC. The purpose of this study was to help understand the perception of both police officer’s and the general public on the topic, in order to get a better insight into what people believe are the reasons why this criminal activity is on the increase, and what are the contributing factors to this type of behaviour. 
4.2 Data analysis 
Data analysis is the process of examining and interpreting data to extract meaningful insights and draw conclusions. It involves various statistical and computational techniques to uncover patterns and trends in the data (Trochim, 2007) The process can be qualitative or quantitative, depending on the research question and data type. The data analysis will look to answer the research questions posed in this dissertation. The data in this research was collected via SurveyMonkey’s analysis tool. 

4.3 The advantages of using Surveymonkey.co.uk. 
This engine is user-friendly and easy to use. Using SurveyMonkey allows researchers to reach many participants quickly and easily. Creating a research survey provides the researcher with first-hand primary date that is collected, maintained and analysed by the researcher for their goals. 

4.4 The disadvantages of using Surveymonkey.co.uk. 
Researchers should be aware of the limitations of online surveys, including potential response bias and issues relation to sample representativeness, and should take steps to address these limitations in their survey design and analysis. 



4.5 Questionnaire Findings

4.5.1 Demographic overview 
The first question in the survey sought to determine the gender distribution of the respondents. 
Out of a total of 10 respondents, 4 identified as male (40%) and 6 as female (60%). Whilst this research focuses specifically on males aged 18-25, it is worth noting that a signification proportion of female respondents also engaged with the survey. This gender imbalance could potentially impact the relevance of the findings, given that the focus is male behaviour in this specific age group. 
Table 1: Gender Distribution of respondents 
	Gender
	Number of Respondents 
	Percentage

	Male
	4
	40%

	Female
	6
	60%




4.5.2 Occupation and Experience 
This question was designed to gauge the experience of officers engaging with the survey. Police Officers’ experiences in their roles and the length of their service can significantly shape their perspectives. Overtime, repeated exposure to high-stress situations, varying levels of community cooperation and the complexities of criminal behaviour can deepen their understanding of societal issues, often leading to a more nuanced and empathetic view of people in the community. Conversely, prolonged exposure to danger and negative encounters can foster cynicism or reinforce biases. This question can determine whether an officer’s experiences profoundly influence their outlook on this type of offending. 


Most respondents (9 out of 10) were serving police officers, with varying levels of experience. One respondent reported having less than 3 years’ service, 3 had 3-7 years of service, and 5 respondents had over 7 years’ service. One respondent was a retired officer, and none of the respondents identified as non-police officers. 
Table 2:


This data demonstrates that the majority of respondent have extensive experience as police officers, with half having served for more than 7 years. Given the nature of the topic, this facto might influence the perspectives and awareness of respondents. 

4.5.3 Perception of Media reporting on Online Sexual Offending 
Respondents were asked whether they had noticed an increase in media reports concerning online sexual offending in the past year. The majority, 7 respondents (70%), indicated that they had observed and increase. Two respondents (20%) did not notice an increase, whilst one respondent (10%) was unsure. 
Graph 1:


These results suggest that most respondents believe there as been a rise in media coverage surrounding online sexual offending. This could reflect an increased public focus or awareness of such crime. 
The purpose of this question was to gauge the recipients’ opinion on what they believe is contributing to the rise in this type of offending. 

4.5.4 Perceptions of Adult Pornography and Harm
This question was utilised in the survey to ascertain if persons surveyed believed there was a link between excessive adult pornography viewing and viewing CSAM. This question was to see the scope of which people believe that excessive use of adult material is a gateway into viewing illegal material. All respondents (100%) agreed that excessive consumption of adult pornography is harmful. This unanimous response suggests a strong consensus on the negative impacts of frequent exposure to such material, potentially reflecting broader concerns regarding it’s psychological and/or social effects. 

4.5.5 Qualitative Analysis; Perceived Harm of Adult Pornography 
Respondents who believed excessive adult pornography viewing to be harmful were asked to elaborate on their reasoning. The following key themes emerged from the qualitative responses: 
1. Desensitisation: 
Several respondents noted that excessive viewing leads to desensitisation, where individuals require more extreme content to achieve the same level of stimulation. 
· “Causes de-sensitivity”
· “Many of the males I have interviewed for the offence of viewing/sharing CSAM stated they had begun by viewing adult pornography but over time had gone onto view CSAM as adult material no longer fulfilled their needs, as if they were become desensitised.
· 
2. Addiction and Neurological Impact:
Some respondents pointed to the potential for pornography to become addictive, altering brain chemistry, particularly dopamine levels, and driving individuals to seek more extreme material.
· “It can increase dopamine levels and lead to more extreme viewing”
· “It can change the brain and people can become addicted” 

3. Unrealistic expectations: A common theme was the belief that pornography fosters unrealistic perceptions of sexual relationships behaviour, potentially distorting an individuals’ understanding of a healthy, consensual interaction. 
· “It gives an unrealistic perception of reality” 
· “It gives people an unrealistic idea of sexual activity”
· “Young males (and females) can have a distorted expectation of what is a healthy sexual relationship and also what is acceptable sexual behaviour” 

Overall, the qualitative data supports a shared concern among respondents about the psychological and social risks associated with excessive adult pornography consumption, particularly the possibility of addiction, desensitisation, and distorted views on sexual behaviour. 

4.5.6 Perceived link between Pornography and viewing Indecent Images of Children
The question sought to understands respondents’ views on whether there is a link between excessive pornography consumption and the decision to view indecent images of children. 
The responses were mixed but generally leaned toward acknowledging a possible connection. Several respondents suggested that while not all cases are related, pornography use may lead to desensitisation or more extreme behaviour for certain individuals. 
Responses included
· “Potentially, I believe it can lead to more extreme image viewing and it also depends on the persons state of mind
· “I believe there may be a link as it is accessible to many”
· “Not necessarily”
· “Yes as people become desensitised”

A theme that recurred in these responses is desensitisation. Several respondents suggested that continued exposure to pornography might lead to the consumption of more extreme material, and eventually for some individuals, this could include Indecent Images of Children. 
The accessibility of pornography was also mentioned as a potential factor in making such material more easily available to those predisposed to seeking it. However, there were also views indicating that such a progression is not always inevitable, and there are other factors such as the individuals sate of mind which may play a crucial role. 

4.5.7 Perceptions of Brain Development and Maturity 
The survey responses to question 7, which asks participants to indicate the age at which they believe the adult brain is fully formed, reveal important insights into the public perceptions about neurological development. Out of the 10 respondents, the majority, (70%) believe that the brain is fully formed between the ages of 25 and 34. A smaller group (20%) believes that brain development is complete between the ages of 18 and 25, while one respondent (10%) indicated that the brain is fully formed by age 18. Interestingly, none of the respondents selected the option for 35+ or indicated uncertainty by selecting “I don’t know”. 
These results align with scientific research which suggests that the brain, particularly the prefrontal cortex responsible for decision-making and impulse control, continues to develop well into the mid-twenties. This distribution of responses is relevant to the broader discussion on online sexual offending by young males since neurological immaturity can lead to risky impulsive decision-making, the belief that the brain is still developing into the late twenties supports the argument that individuals in the 18-25 age category are more vulnerable to engage in online behaviour such as viewing indecent material.

4.5.8 Rehabilitation 
The question “Do you believe males who view indecent images can ever be rehabilitated?”, received a total of 10 responses distributed as follows:
· Yes: 1 respondent
· No: 7 respondents
· I don’t know: 2 respondents 
A large majority of respondents (70%) express scepticism or doubt regarding the possibility of persons be rehabilitated. Only one respondent (10%) believed that rehabilitation is possible. This minority position suggests that whilst some people are optimistic, it is significantly outweighed by doubt and uncertainty within the group. Additionally, 2 respondents (20%) were unsure or lacked sufficient knowledge to decide on the matter. 
The overwhelming number of negative responses suggests a deep scepticism about the effectiveness of rehabilitation programmes – such as StopitNow, or interventions aimed at individuals who view indecent images.  The one participant who answered “Yes” could be seen as a representative of those individuals who have more faith in behavioural change. 

4.5.9  What can be done to prevent / rehabilitate those who choose to view indecent images of children? 
Only one respondent answered “Yes” to the rehabilitation question, and the following question asked participants who answered Yes to explain their reasoning.
“Can’t see why it’s not possible with the right support”
Based on the respondent’s reasoning, their suggestion seems to focus on prevention through support and monitoring. 


5: Chapter 5: Findings & conclusion 
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter combines the research findings from the previous chapters, addressing the research questions posed:
“What is contributing to the increase in online sexual offending by males aged 18-25? Why has there been a rise in under 25s viewing indecent images?”
The analysis reveals critical insights into the causes and correlations behind this concerning trend, based on both literature and primary data collected via surveys. 
5.2 Achievement of Objectives
The objectives of this research have been successfully achieved by using Saunders’ “research onion” methodology. (Saunders, 2018)
This structured approach allowed for an in-depth exploration of the factors contributing to the rise in online sexual offending by young males, while gathering both qualitative and quantitative data through a survey of police officers. 

5.2 Increased Accessibility to Online content
One of the core findings is that the increased accessibility of pornography on the internet is a significant driver for the rise in young men viewing Child Sexual Abuse Material (CSAM). With the vast availability of pornography some individuals, as supported by multiple studies (Endrass J, 2009) (Grubbs, 2019) (Sheath, 2020).
Experience desensitization and thus seek more extreme forms of sexual content including illegal materials. According to Griffiths (2012) repeated exposure to pornographic content may cause viewers to become desensitised gradually pushing them towards more extreme and illicit material including CSAM.  These findings have important implications for those who work in the relevant fields, as it may provide a basis for developing effective strategies to reduce or prevent this type of offending. 
5.3 Desensitization and Escalation
Survey responses supported the hypothesis that excessive pornography use can contribute to a desensitization process, leading some young adults to view illegal content. Respondents identified a common trajectory where offenders moved from consuming adult pornography to CSAM as their tolerance for less extreme material increased​. Simon Bailey (Bailey, 2020) noted that desensitization among young offenders is a cultural shift, facilitated by easy access to extreme forms of pornography, ultimately leading them to seek out CSAM​ (Bailey, 2020)
5.4 Brain Development and Decision Making
Neurological evidence suggests that young men aged 18-25 are more susceptible to risky behaviours due to ongoing brain development. The frontal lobe, responsible for decision-making and impulse control, does not fully mature until the mid-20s​ (LawScot, 2020) As such, individuals in this age group may be more prone to risky and impulsive online behaviours, including viewing illegal content. The Scottish Sentencing Council's report confirms that the underdevelopment of the brain at this age should be considered in the context of offending​. (LawScot, 2020)
5.5 Societal and Cultural Shifts
Changes in societal attitudes and the normalization of extreme pornography also contribute to the rising prevalence of online sexual offenses. As stated in the literature, extreme pornography is more readily available today, contributing to shifting perceptions of what constitutes acceptable behaviour (Al-Heeti, 2021) (Endrass J, 2009)  ​ The anonymity provided by digital technology further fuels this behaviour by giving offenders the impression that they are acting without consequence.
5.6 Scepticism Regarding Rehabilitation
A significant portion of survey respondents expressed doubt about the possibility of rehabilitating those who view CSAM. Only 10% of respondents believed rehabilitation was feasible, while the majority felt that once individuals had engaged with such material, rehabilitation was difficult or unlikely​. This finding highlights the need for further investigation into effective intervention strategies that may prevent initial engagement with CSAM and provide support for offenders.
5.7 Recommendations for Future Research
The findings of this research suggest several avenues for future research:
· Development of Early Intervention Programs: Further studies should explore how early interventions and education regarding the harms of pornography might prevent desensitization and escalation to viewing CSAM.
· Focus on Neurological Development and Crime Prevention: More research is needed on the neurological underpinnings of risky online behaviours among young adults, specifically in relation to their underdeveloped decision-making abilities.
· Investigation into Rehabilitation Methods: Since scepticism around rehabilitation persists, further investigation into effective treatment programs for offenders, and their success rates, is essential.
5.8 Limitations
One limitation of this research is the sensitivity of the subject, which may have influenced participants' willingness to provide honest answers. The reliance on self-reported data, particularly through online surveys, may introduce response bias as participants may give socially desirable answers. Additionally, a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon could have been achieved by directly interviewing offenders; however, this was not feasible within the constraints of this study.
5.9 Conclusion
In conclusion, this dissertation has examined the rise in online sexual offending among males aged 18-25, exploring contributing factors such as desensitization to pornography, ease of access to illegal materials, and neurological development. The research findings confirm that a combination of these factors contributes to the increase in CSAM consumption, while also highlighting the challenges of addressing this behaviour both legally and socially.
Through an exploration of both literature and primary data, this study underscores the complexity of this issue. Although the link between pornography and CSAM viewing is supported by evidence, individual differences and external influences, such as societal norms and technology, play crucial roles. This research advocates for more nuanced and targeted interventions, as well as preventive measures, to curb the growing trend of online sexual offending among young men.
By fostering awareness, increasing support systems, and considering neurological and psychological development, society can aim to reduce the prevalence of this harmful behaviour and better protect vulnerable individuals from the far-reaching consequences of online offending.
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Appendix 2: Survey Results
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