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An Investigation into the Relationship Between Problematic Online Pornography

Use and Loneliness Within Romantic Relationships

Yunus Emre Oksiiz! Gozde Masatcioglu?

Abstract: Problematic online pornography use refers to the excessive consumption of pornographic
material in ways that impair an individual’s daily functioning, interpersonal relationships, and quality
of life. With the widespread use of the internet and easy access to devices such as smartphones and
personal computers, this issue has become increasingly common. Previous studies have identified
various contributing factors, including neurobiological and behavioral components. Some findings also
suggest that loneliness may play a role in the development of this behavior. This study aims to
investigate the relationship between loneliness within romantic relationships and problematic online
pornography use. A quantitative correlational research design was employed. Data was collected using
the Online Pornography Addiction Scale and the Loneliness in Close Relationships Scale, both Likert-
type instruments. The participants consisted of 111 healthy adults aged 18-30, each involved in a
romantic relationship for at least six months. Sample size was determined via G*Power based on
previous studies. Statistical analyses included correlation, regression, and ANOVA. Results indicated a
significant positive relationship between loneliness in romantic relationships and problematic

pornography use.
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An Investigation into the Relationship Between Problematic Online Pornography Use and Loneliness
Within Romantic Relationships

Problemli Cevrimi¢i Pornografi Kullanimi ile Romantik iliskilerdeki Yalnizlik

Arasindaki iliskinin incelenmesi

Ozet: Problemli cevrimici pornografi kullanimi, bireyin giinliik islevselligini, kisilerarasi iligkilerini ve
yasam kalitesini olumsuz yonde etkileyen diizeyde pornografik materyal tiiketimini ifade etmektedir.
Internetin yaygin kullanim ve akilli telefonlar ile kisisel bilgisayarlar gibi cihazlara kolay erisim, bu
sorunun giderek daha yaygin hale gelmesine neden olmustur. Onceki calismalar, bu davramgmn
gelisiminde norobiyolojik ve davranigsal gesitli etkenlerin rol oynadigimi ortaya koymustur. Bazi
bulgular ise yalmizligin bu davranisin gelisiminde etkili olabilecegini 6ne stirmektedir. Bu calisma,
romantik iliskilerde yasanan yalnizlik ile problemli ¢evrimici pornografi kullanimi arasindaki iligkiyi
incelemeyi amaclamaktadir. Nicel arastirma desenine dayal: iliskisel tarama modeli kullanilmistir. Veri
toplama siirecinde, Likert tipi olan Cevrimigi Pornografi Bagimlilhigi Olgegi ve Yakin Iligkilerde
Yalnizlik élgegi kullanilmistir. Orneklem, romantik iliski icerisinde olan 18-30 yas araliginda 111
saglikli yetiskinden olusmaktadir. Orneklem biiyiikliigii, benzer calismalar temel alinarak G*Power
programiyla hesaplanmistir. Istatistiksel analizlerde korelasyon, regresyon ve ANOVA kullanilmistir.
Bulgular, romantik iligkilerde yalnizlik ile problemli pornografi kullanimi arasinda anlamli ve pozitif
bir iliski oldugunu gostermistir. Ayrica, yalnizlik 6lgeginin alt boyutlari problemli kullanimi %40.7

oraninda agiklamistir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Cevrimici Pornografi Bagimliligi, Romantik Iliskilerde Yalnizlik, Davranissal

Bagimlilik.
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Introduction

The widespread use of technological devices and the accompanying challenges have
led to the growing inclusion of technology-related problems in academic literature. Recent
developments indicate that Internet addiction has been recognized in the fifth edition of the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) as a form of behavioral
addiction (Petry, 2015). The formal recognition of behavioral addictions in the DSM-5
represents a significant step in advancing our understanding of the neurobiological
foundations of addictive behaviors. Moreover, it has been noted that behavioral addictions
share common neurobiological, psychological, and physiological mechanisms with traditional

substance-based addictions (Chamberlain et al., 2016).

A The widespread popularity and increasing use of new technologies among
individuals have led to the emergence of a range of behaviors that experts now classify as
problematic or addictive, with Internet addiction being one of the most prominent examples
(Davis, 2001). Among these behaviors, online pornography addiction has drawn particular

attention in recent years.

In this regard, the levels of contribution of the emotional components of loneliness —
hurt, guilt, and feelings of separation —to an individual's problematic online pornography use
were examined. Additionally, the extent to which increased levels of loneliness in romantic
relationships predict behavioral addiction tendencies and which emotional dimensions are
more decisive in this process were investigated. All in all, the multiple regression model is
considered the most appropriate statistical method since the study examines the predictive
relationships between continuous psychological variables. This model allows us to determine
the extent to which each emotional component of loneliness contributes to problematic online

pornography use, controlling for the effects of other variables.
Hypotheses:

H1: There is a positive and significant relationship between loneliness levels in romantic

relationships and problematic online pornography use.

H2: Emotional hurt is one of the strongest predictors of increased behavioral addiction.




An Investigation into the Relationship Between Problematic Online Pornography Use and Loneliness
Within Romantic Relationships

H3: Feelings of guilt in a relationship increase the likelihood of an individual turning to

escape-based behaviors.

H4: When loneliness levels in romantic relationships are considered together, the
subdimensions of loneliness (hurt, guilt, and separation) explain a significant portion of the

variance in problematic online pornography use.

In recent years, there has been an increasing focus on the behavioral dimensions of
hypersexual disorder. Within this context, hypersexuality is considered closely related to
behavioral addictions. The term “hypersexual disorder” encompasses several subcategories,
including excessive masturbation, cybersex, compulsive consumption of pornographic

material, and phone sex (Sahithya et al. 2022; Tacchino et al., 2025).

Online pornography addiction is defined as the compulsive use of pornographic
content via the Internet to an extent that negatively impacts an individual's daily functioning,
interpersonal relationships, and overall quality of life. Within this framework, the Internet
serves primarily as a medium through which individuals access sexually explicit material to

engage in self-directed sexual activity (Duffy et al., 2016).

Key features of this addiction include a persistent urge to consume increasingly larger
amounts of content, a continuous search for sexual gratification, and an inability to control the
behavior despite its negative consequences. Individuals with this condition often spend
excessive amounts of time seeking and viewing pornographic material, which can disrupt

their personal and social functioning (Duffy et al., 2016).

The accessibility and variety of online sexual content are considered major contributing
factors to the development of this addiction (Fisher & Barak, 2001; Ross et al., 2012). Moreover,
studies consistently show that men are more likely to develop online pornography addiction
and represent the majority of users consuming such content (Harper & Hodgins, 2016;

Pornhub Statistics, 2017).

When addiction literature is examined from a biological perspective, researchers
consistently highlight the critical role of the brain’s reward system. In this context, online
pornography addiction also emerges as a behavioral addiction in which the complex

dynamics of the reward system play a central role. The inclusion of Internet addiction within
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the DSM-5, alongside traditional forms of addiction, underscores the shared neurobiological
mechanisms underlying both behavioral and substance-related addictions (Cho et al., 2014;

Grant & Chamberlain, 2016).

The brain's reward system consists of structures related to reward processing and
motivation. This system includes the ventral tegmental area (VTA), nucleus accumbens,
prefrontal cortex, and amygdala. The reward system ensures the repetition of many behaviors
necessary for life, such as eating, social interaction, and sexuality. This mechanism plays a role
in facilitating the learning and reinforcement of behavior by increasing dopamine release in
the brain in response to a reward or pleasurable stimulus. Therefore, the reward system is
closely related not only to the experience of pleasure but also to learning, motivation, and the

maintenance of behavior.

From a neurobiological perspective, the reward system primarily operates through the
mesolimbic dopamine pathway. Dopamine, a key neurotransmitter in this process, is released
in response to rewards or reward-related cues, thereby enhancing the individual's sense of
pleasure and motivation (Love et al.; Heinz et al., 2018; Ferrer-Pérez et al., 2024;). Accordingly,
the dopamine hypothesis emerges as one of the fundamental theoretical frameworks

explaining how addictive behaviors are reinforced and why they persist.

The dopamine hypothesis is one of the most widely accepted models explaining the
neurochemical basis of addiction and reward-based behaviors. According to this hypothesis,
dopamine is not merely a “pleasure-inducing” neurotransmitter but also a fundamental
component that regulates reward anticipation and behavioral learning. Dopamine levels
increase when the brain receives a reward or anticipates its arrival. Over time, this increase
develops not directly in response to the reward itself, but to its cues (such as a notification
sound, a visual stimulus, or erotic content). This strengthens the individual's tendency to seek
out and be exposed to the same stimulus repeatedly. Ultimately, the dopamine system forms

the neurobiological cycle of habit and addictive behaviors.

Two principal dopaminergic pathways are central to the reward system: the
nigrostriatal and mesolimbic pathways. Both are implicated in addiction-related pleasure
mechanisms (Wise, 2009; Volkow et al., 2020). The nigrostriatal pathway, located in the

midbrain, involves structures associated primarily with motor function and dopaminergic
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signaling. In contrast, the mesolimbic pathway encompasses regions such as the ventral
tegmental area, nucleus accumbens, and prefrontal cortex, which are responsible for reward,
motivation, and emotional processing. According to Volkow et al. (2020), dopamine release
within this circuit is not limited to the experience of pleasure but is critically involved in
reinforcement learning, motivational salience, and craving, processes that underlie the
persistence of addictive behaviors. This neurobiological cycle not only facilitates the repetition
of reward-related behaviors but also informs our understanding of learning mechanisms from

a behavioral perspective (Wise, 2009).

When online pornography addiction is examined through the lens of neurotransmitters
and the brain’s reward system, the roles of dopamine, serotonin, and norepinephrine become
particularly prominent (Voon et al., 2014). During the consumption of pornographic content,
dopamine release increases within the mesolimbic pathway, activating the brain’s reward
system. Dopamine, a neurotransmitter closely linked to pleasure and reward, facilitates the
experience of gratification during content consumption. However, repeated and sustained
dopamine release as a result of continued consumption can lead to overstimulation of the
reward system, potentially fostering the development of compulsive consumption behavior

characteristic of addiction (Hilton Jr & Watts, 2011; De Sousa & Lodha, 2017).

Additionally, alterations in serotonin levels have been observed among individuals
addicted to online pornography. Since serotonin is involved in mood regulation and
behavioral control, such changes may contribute to the maintenance of addictive behaviors
and increase susceptibility to mood disorders in affected individuals (Mauer-Vakil & Bahiji,
2020). Research also suggests a link between norepinephrine levels and online pornography
addiction. Norepinephrine, a neurotransmitter associated with attention and arousal, is
believed to increase during addictive behaviors, potentially heightening the individual’s focus

on pornographic content and amplifying their response to related stimuli (Reed, 2013).

Researchers adopting a behavioral perspective highlight the crucial role of learning in
the addiction process. Accordingly, online pornography addiction is closely linked to learning
and memory mechanisms in the brain (Heinz et al., 2018). This process is believed to have a
clear neurobiological basis. Specifically, repeated exposure to pornographic content

strengthens synaptic connections, thereby reinforcing neural pathways that underlie craving
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and compulsive use. This neuroplasticity provides a key explanation for the persistence and

continuation of addictive behaviors (Hilton, 2013).

Romantic relationships play a vital role in individuals' pursuit of emotional
satisfaction, commitment, and meaning, constituting a significant part of everyday life.
However, difficulties within these relationships can adversely affect individuals’ emotional
well-being (Eksi & Kisrik, 2023). The concept of loneliness in romantic relationships refers to
an individual’s inability to form emotional bonds with their partner, often feeling
misunderstood or unsupported despite physical proximity. In such cases, at least one partner

experiences feelings of loneliness, isolation, and emotional distance (Maes et al., 2017).

Research has demonstrated that loneliness in romantic relationships is associated with
various negative outcomes, including depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and poor
communication between partners (Segrin et al., 2003). From a neurobiological standpoint,
loneliness intersects key mechanisms found in addiction literature, particularly the brain’s
reward system and stress-related neurobiological responses. Social bonds influence the release
of neurotransmitters such as dopamine and oxytocin, which facilitate reward and attachment.
Conversely, feelings of loneliness can reduce the release of these neurochemicals, causing
imbalances in the reward system. Moreover, loneliness-related stress may elevate cortisol

levels, further disrupting neurobiological equilibrium (Koob, 2008; Dedovic et al., 2009).

Brain imaging studies reveal that loneliness triggers altered activation in specific brain
regions linked to emotional and social functioning. Similarly, excessive online pornography
consumption has been shown to induce changes within the brain’s reward circuitry (Reid et
al., 2011). Thus, loneliness in romantic relationships arises from a complex interplay of social,
psychological, and neurobiological factors. Psychosocial contributors include communication
deficits, emotional incompatibility, and individual self-perception, while neurobiological

factors involve dysregulation of reward and stress pathways (Vitale & Smith, 2022).

Disruptions in the brain’s reward system and negative mood states detrimentally affect
overall mental health and quality of life (Rappaport et al., 2020). Problems within romantic or
social relationships may impair neurotransmitter release, particularly dopamine and

serotonin —reducing perceived reward and prompting individuals to seek alternative sources
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of gratification (Tremblay et al., 2002). At this juncture, online pornography emerges as a

readily accessible alternative with potent reward circuit activation.

Given that pornography consumption stimulates dopaminergic pathways, its excessive
use can lead to overstimulation of the brain’s reward system and eventual addiction (Kiihn &
Gallinat, 2014; Love et al., 2015). Behaviorally, individuals may turn to such content to
compensate for unmet emotional needs within their romantic relationships, reinforcing the

behavior as a substitute source of reward (Laier & Brand, 2014).

Studies examined in the literature show that problematic online pornography use is
not only a form of sexual behavior but also demonstrates the complex interaction between
emotional deprivation and the reward system. Emotional distance, lack of support, or
dissatisfaction experienced in romantic relationships can lead individuals to alternative
sources of reward that are quickly and easily accessible in online environments. This study is
important in terms of examining how loneliness experienced in romantic relationships is
related to problematic online pornography use and providing a comprehensive perspective
that combines the emotional and neurobiological explanations in existing literature. Therefore,
this study aims to reveal the extent to which levels of loneliness in romantic relationships

predict problematic online pornography use.

Method

This research was conducted within a quantitative research design and employed a
correlational model. The correlational approach was adopted to identify the relationships
between variables and to determine their direction and strength. This method allows the
examination of existing phenomena as they occur in natural settings, without direct
intervention on any variable. In this context, the study aimed to explore the relationship
between the level of loneliness experienced in romantic relationships and problematic online
pornography use. This model was selected because it enables the investigation of the natural
association between individuals’ experiences of loneliness and their online behaviors without
inferring causality. Thus, the interaction between variables can be structurally described,

providing baseline data and valuable insights for future research.
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Participants

This study calculated the sample size using G*Power 3.1.9.7 software, considering the
effect sizes reported in similar studies. The analyses showed that at least 102 participants were
needed to ensure sufficient statistical power. However, since the research topic involved
privacy and was culturally sensitive, a larger sample was targeted to account for possible
participant refusal or incomplete data during the data collection process. Hence, survey forms
were sent to 160 individuals through online platforms on a voluntary basis, but data could

only be collected from 111 participants.

Purposive sampling was used in the study. This method allows individuals who meet
specific criteria to be selected. In line with the purpose of the study, the basic criteria were set
as participants being between the ages of 18 and 30, being in a romantic relationship for at
least six months, and participating voluntarily. Participants were reached through social
media announcements; data from individuals who approved the informed consent form, with

confidentiality and anonymity conditions maintained, were included in the analysis.

The data collection process was conducted online. This was done to provide a secure
environment that protected participants' privacy and to minimize the possibility that this

culturally sensitive topic might cause reluctance to respond in face-to-face interviews.
Tools

The demographic information form designed for this study, the Online Pornography
Addiction Scale, and the Loneliness in Close Relationships Scale were used as data collection

instruments (Ergtin, 2023; Eksi & Kisrik, 2023).
The Online Pornography Addiction Scale:

The scale adapted by Ergiin (2023), was designed based on Griffiths” (2005) behavioral
addiction components and consists of 23 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale (0 = Never to 4 =
Often). The scale is structured around four subscales: Compulsiveness-Uncontrollability,
Psychosocial Effects, Sexual Effects, and Tolerance-Withdrawal. Higher total scores indicate greater
levels of problematic online pornography use. The development of the OPAS involved both
exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses (EFA & CFA). The four-factor structure

explained 63.08% of the total variance. Internal consistency coefficients (Cronbach's a) for the
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subscales ranged from .82 to .92, and .93 for the total scale, indicating high reliability. The scale
also demonstrated adequate convergent and discriminant validity. Model fit indices for the
final version were satisfactory (x?/df =1.44, CFI = .93, TLI = .93, SRMR = .071, RMSEA = .053),
and criterion-related validity was established through a negative correlation with the Sexual

Self-Efficacy Scale.

In this research, the internal consistency of the Online Pornography Addiction Scale
was re-evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients based on the current sample. The total
scale demonstrated excellent reliability (a = .91). Subscale reliability coefficients were also
satisfactory: Compulsiveness—Uncontrollability (a = .87), Psychosocial Effects (a = .83), Sexual
Effects (a = .85), and Tolerance-Withdrawal (a = .88). These results indicate that the scale

maintains a high level of internal consistency and is suitable for use in this sample.
The Loneliness in Intimate Relationships Scale:

The scale originally developed by Rokach, Sha’ked, and Ben-Artzi (2022) and adapted
to Turkish by Eksi and Kisrik (2023), measures perceived emotional distance and unmet
intimacy needs within romantic relationships. The Turkish version of the scale consists of 14
items grouped into three subscales: Separation, Hurt, and Guilt. Items are rated on a 6-point
Likert scale (1 = Does not describe me at all, 6 = Describes me completely). The adaptation
process involved translation-back translation and expert panel reviews. Confirmatory factor
analysis supported the three-factor structure with acceptable fit indices (x?/df = 3.03, RMSEA =
.074, CFI = .912, TLI = .889, SRMR = .04). Cronbach’s alpha values were .81 for Separation, .78
for Hurt, and .66 for Guilt, with an overall alpha of .85. Criterion validity was established via
significant correlations with the Beck Depression Inventory and the Experiences in Close

Relationships Scale-Revised II (ECR-R), particularly with the anxious attachment subscale.

In this study, the internal consistency of the Turkish version of the Loneliness in
Intimate Relationships Scale was examined in the current sample. The total scale showed good
reliability (Cronbach’s a = .86). Subscale coefficients were .80 for Separation, .77 for Hurt, and

.73 for Guilt, indicating satisfactory internal consistency across dimensions.

10



Online Journal of Technology Addiction & Cyberbullying, 2025, 12(2),1-23

Statistical Analysis

All analyses were performed in IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows®, version 30.0. Prior
to hypothesis testing, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test confirmed that all variables conformed to

a normal distribution. Accordingly, parametric procedures were employed.

Firstly, Pearson’s correlation coefficients were calculated to assess the strength and
direction of associations between the total score on the Loneliness in Close Relationships Scale
(and its subscales) and the total score on the Online Pornography Addiction Scale. Next, a
hierarchical multiple regression was conducted to examine the unique contributions of each
loneliness subscale (guilt, hurt, separation) in predicting pornography addiction scores. In the
first step, all three subscales were entered simultaneously as predictors; the overall model’s

significance was evaluated via the F-test.

Additionally, to ensure model adequacy, ANOVA was used to test whether the
regression model accounted for a significant proportion of variance in pornography addiction
(i.e,, whether R? differed significantly from zero). Standardized [(-coefficients, R, R?, and
adjusted R? are reported for the final model, along with corresponding t- and p-values for each
predictor. All tests were two-tailed, and a = .05 was adopted as the threshold for statistical

significance.

Finally, before performing the multiple regression analysis, key statistical assumptions
were examined. Residuals were normally distributed, as shown by the Shapiro-Wilk test (p >
.05) and the P-P plot. Tolerance (>.10) and VIF (< 5) values indicated no multicollinearity. The
Durbin-Watson statistic was close to 2, confirming independence of residuals. Scatterplots of
standardized residuals showed no major deviations, suggesting that linearity and

homoscedasticity assumptions were satisfied.

Before proceeding with the regression analysis, the assumptions of normality, linearity,
homogeneity of variance (homoscedasticity), independence of residuals, and multicollinearity

were examined.

Considering the multidimensional nature of loneliness in romantic relationships, a
regression model was employed to identify which emotional components —hurt, guilt, and
separation —significantly predict problematic online pornography use. This approach enables

the examination of each subdimension’s unique contribution to the dependent variable while

e
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controlling for shared variance among them. Accordingly, the regression analysis was
conducted to determine the extent to which these subdimensions collectively explain

problematic online pornography use.

The histogram of standardized residuals and the normal probability (P-P) plot
indicated that the residuals were approximately normally distributed. The scatterplot of
standardized predicted values versus standardized residuals showed that the points were
randomly distributed around zero, confirming that the assumptions of linearity and

homoscedasticity were satisfied.

The Durbin-Watson coefficient was 1.48, which is within the acceptable range for the
independence of residuals. In addition, the collinearity diagnostics revealed tolerance values
ranging between .637 and .875 and VIF values between 1.143 and 1.570. These results indicate

that there was no multicollinearity problem in the model.

As a result, the findings suggest that all fundamental assumptions of multiple

regression analysis were adequately met.
Ethical Clearances

This study was conducted with the permission of the ethics committee. The necessary
permission to use the surveys was obtained via e-mail from the authors who developed or
adapted the data measurement tools used in the study to Turkish. In addition, informed

voluntary consent was obtained from all participants who participated in this study.

Findings

A total of 111 participants took part in the study. All participants were healthy adults
aged between 18 and 30 who had been involved in a romantic relationship for at least six
months. The mean age of the participants was 26.8 years (SD = 2.74). Participants completed

the Online Pornography Addiction Scale and the Loneliness in Close Relationships Scale.

12
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Tablo 1. Descriptive Statistics Table

Mean SD
Loneliness in Close Relationships Scale 71,81 13,67
Separation Subscale 13,85 3,64
Hurt Subscale 17,09 3,51
Guilt Subscale 9,92 2,29
Pornography Addiction Scale 76,85 12,05

A total of 111 participants completed both measurement instruments. The participants’
mean total score on the Loneliness in Intimate Relationships Scale was M = 71.81, SD = 13.67.
The subscale scores were as follows: Separation (M = 13.85, SD = 3.64), Hurt (M = 17.09, SD =
3.51), and Guilt (M = 9.92, SD = 2.29). Regarding the Online Pornography Addiction Scale, the
mean total score was M = 76.85, SD = 12.05. These descriptive results suggest a moderate to

high level of perceived loneliness within romantic relationships and a notable degree of

problematic pornography use among the sampled individuals.

Tablo 2. Correlation Analysis

Variables 1 2 3 4 5

1. Loneliness Total — .885%* .868** 4927%%* .628**
2. Separation .885%* — 574** 336** .589%**
3. Hurt .868** 574** — 282%* 490**
4. Guilt 492%* 336** 282%* — .368**
5. Pornography Addiction .628** .589%* .490%* .368%* —

p <0.001, 2-tailed.

Firstly, table 2 presents the Pearson correlation coefficients between the total and
subscale scores of the Loneliness in Romantic Relationships Scale and the Online Pornography
Addiction Scale. Positive and statistically significant relationships were observed among all

variables (p < .01). In particular, a moderate and positive correlation was found between the

total loneliness score and problematic online pornography use (r =.628, p <.001).

13
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When examining the subscales, separation (r = .589, p <.001), hurt (r = .490, p <.001),
and guilt (r = .368, p < .001) were also significantly and positively correlated with online
pornography addiction scores. These findings suggest that as individuals experience greater
emotional distance, hurt, or guilt within romantic relationships, their likelihood of engaging in

problematic pornography use increases accordingly.

Overall, the results demonstrate a consistent pattern across both total and subscale
levels, supporting the notion that emotional loneliness and unmet intimacy needs in romantic
relationships are important psychological factors contributing to increased online

pornography use.

Tablo 3. ANOVA Analysis

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square F p
Regression 6503.142 3 2167.714 24.460 <0.001
Residual 9482.552 107 88.622

Total 15985.694 110

p <0.001, 2-tailed.

As shown in Table 3, the regression model was found to be statistically significant, F(3,
107) = 24.46, p < .001, indicating that the combination of the independent variables
significantly predicts the dependent variable. The high F-value and corresponding significance
level demonstrate that the subdimensions of loneliness in romantic relationships jointly play

an important role in explaining variations in problematic online pornography use.

Furthermore, the model explains approximately 40.7% of the total variance in
pornography addiction scores, suggesting a substantial explanatory power. This result
indicates that the emotional subdimensions of loneliness collectively contribute meaningfully
to the prediction of problematic pornography use, supporting the theoretical framework that
relational loneliness may function as an emotional risk factor for compulsive online sexual

behavior.

Finally, the model explained approximately 40.7% of the variance in problematic
online pornography use, indicating a substantial explanatory power. The subdimensions of

loneliness collectively provided a meaningful contribution to the model.

14
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Tablo 4. Regression Coefficients

Model Unstandardized Standardized t p
Coefficients Coefficients
B Std. Error Beta
(Constant) -5.567 2.013 -2.767
Guilt Subscale 0.350 0.095 0.318 3.685
Hurt Subscale 0.472 0.104 0.415 4.539
Separation 0.192 0.107 0.165 1.795
Subscale

p <0.001, 2-tailed.

As presented in Table 4, the multiple regression analysis revealed that two subscales of
the Loneliness in Intimate Relationships Scale —Guilt and Hurt—significantly predicted scores

on the Online Pornography Addiction Scale.

Specifically, the Hurt subscale emerged as the strongest predictor (f = .415, t =4.539, p <
.001), followed by the Guilt subscale ( = .318, t = 3.685, p <.001). These findings indicate that
individuals who experience feelings of emotional pain or guilt within romantic relationships

are more likely to report higher levels of problematic online pornography use.

Although the Separation subscale had a positive standardized coefficient (f = .165), it
did not reach statistical significance (t = 1.795, p > .05). This suggests that feelings of physical or
emotional separation alone may not be a significant standalone predictor of pornography

addiction when controlling guilt and hurt dimensions.

In light of this, the model supports the notion that specific emotional components of
relational loneliness, rather than general perceptions of distance, contribute more substantially

to the development of problematic pornography consumption.

As result of, all assumptions required for multiple regression analysis were met, as

described in the Method section.
Results and Discussion

According to the findings of our study, as the level of loneliness in romantic
relationships increases, individuals' problematic online pornography use also significantly
increases (Table 2). This result is consistent with findings obtained similarly in literature. For
example, Mestre-Bach and Potenza (2023) found a positive relationship between loneliness

and pornography use and problematic pornography use. Like the correlation found in our
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study, they reported that as loneliness levels increased, so did the severity. The same study
noted that loneliness leads individuals to use pornography as a maladaptive coping strategy
to deal with negative emotions. Similarly, Butler et al. (2017) found a reciprocal and positive
relationship between pornography use and loneliness in their study conducted with a large
participant group. Accordingly, it showed that loneliness can increase pornography use, and
excessive pornography use can also strengthen feelings of loneliness over time. These results
are consistent with our study findings. At the same time, it reveals that loneliness is an
emotional risk factor that can trigger the consumption of sexual content on digital platforms.
Indeed, in the ANOVA analysis conducted in our study, the online pornography scale
administered to participants yielded significant results for all three emotional subdimensions

(Table 2).

The findings of our study are like those of numerous studies conducted in different
cultures and sample groups. For example, a study conducted with Lebanese adults found that
online pornography use increased as loneliness and fear of attachment levels increased.
Furthermore, it reported a positive relationship between feelings of guilt and frequency of use
(Malaeb et al., 2023). Another study with Israeli adolescents also reported that loneliness
increases online sexual activity and pornography use, with this effect being more pronounced
in individuals with anxious and avoidant attachment patterns (Efrati & Amichai-Hamburger,

2018).

Sandhu and Kaur (2017) found a significant and positive relationship between
loneliness and cyber pornography consumption. This result supports our findings, and the
study sample shares characteristics similar to our sample in terms of the demographic variable
of age. In conclusion, it is understood that young individuals tend to turn to digital content
when they experience emotional deprivation. Furthermore, Pereyra (2016) conducted a
structural equation analysis using three different relational models and found significant and
positive relationships between pornography use and loneliness in all models; he emphasized

that this relationship could become a bidirectional cycle.

Earlier studies, it is possible to find studies that coincide with our findings. Yoder et al.
(2005) suggested that the relationship between loneliness and pornography use could be

bidirectional; excessive pornography use could also strengthen feelings of loneliness and
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social disconnection The neurobiological perspective makes our findings more meaningful.
Studies show that emotional states such as loneliness, hurt, and separation can disrupt the
balance of neurotransmitters (particularly dopamine, serotonin, and oxytocin) that play a role
in mood regulation and the brain's reward circuitry (Voon et al., 2014; Hilton Jr. & Watts, 2011;
De Sousa & Lodha, 2017). According to the regression analysis conducted in our study,
problematic pornography use is significantly higher in individuals who experience emotional
hurt in romantic relationships. In fact, the Hurt subscale was found to be the strongest
predictor (Table 4). This suggests that relationship breakdowns and emotional hurt are among
the most dominant emotional triggers of behavioral addiction. This indicates that imbalances
in emotional regulation play a significant role in the development of addiction (Liang et al.,

2021; Chrétien et al., 2025).

The literature indicates that imbalances in emotional regulation play an important role
in addiction (Fox et al.,, 2020). In our study, the significant differences found in the sub-
dimensions related to emotional components such as hurt and guilt in the ANOVA and
regression analyses suggest that individuals with emotional regulation problems resort to
problematic pornography use (Table 3; Table 4). On the other hand, the fact that separation
was not found to be a significant predictor in the regression analysis suggests that participants
may be interacting with different addiction factors in a process that affects the regulation of
emotions, such as separation. The literature indicates that divorce in marriage or separation in

relationships increases the risk of problematic alcohol use in middle age (Ford & Burns, 2024).

In conclusion, the findings support the hypotheses proposed in our study.
Accordingly, loneliness in romantic relationships was found to be an emotional risk factor that
increases individuals' use of online pornography. Based on the regression analysis,
individuals experiencing emotional hurt and guilt in romantic relationships turn to online
pornography more to compensate for these negative emotions. This situation both supports
the study's hypotheses and draws attention to the effect of emotional regulation on
problematic online pornography use. On the other hand, the finding observed in the
separation sub-dimension of the problematic pornography use scale in the regression analysis
is noteworthy. This situation suggests that individuals exhibit different behavioral patterns

during the separation process. in individuals over time.
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Limitations

This study has several methodological and sample-based limitations. First and
foremost, it employed a cross-sectional design, which allows relationships between variables
to be examined only at a single point in time; therefore, causal inferences cannot be made.
Future longitudinal studies may provide a clearer understanding of the directionality between

loneliness and problematic online pornography use.

The participant’s size was relatively limited. This was largely due to the sensitive and
culturally restricted nature of the topic—pornography use and loneliness in romantic
relationships. In a sociocultural context where sexuality is often considered private or even
taboo, potential participants may have been hesitant to take part. To mitigate this challenge,
the study was conducted online, and every effort was made to ensure full anonymity during

data collection.

Participants were not asked to provide identifying information such as their name, city
of residence, university, or else occupation. Likewise, gender information was intentionally
omitted, and only an age range (18-30) was requested. This approach aimed to reduce
participants” concerns about confidentiality and encourage open and honest responses.
However, excluding gender limits the generalizability of the findings regarding possible

gender differences.

Finally, a purposive sampling method was used. Although this approach allowed us to
recruit a specific population, young adults currently involved in romantic relationships also
restrict the extent to which findings can be generalized to the broader population. Therefore,
the results should be interpreted within the cultural and demographic characteristics of this
sample. Future research should include larger and more diverse samples, balanced in terms of

gender and age, to enhance the validity and representativeness of the findings.
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