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ABSTRACT

Pre-marital pregnancy among teenagers poses a serious and widespread health and social 
problem especially among those aged between 10 and 19. This study aims to find out the 
extent to which this out-of-wedlock childbearing by a teenager is associated with exposure 
to sexually explicit material or pornography. It is hypothesised that frequent exposure to 
sexually explicit material or pornography could have an association with an increased rate 
of teenage pregnancy. This is a case-control study where pre-marital pregnant teenagers 
between 12 and19 years were selected (as the cases) from  government shelters throughout 
Malaysia, and non-pregnant teenagers were randomly selected from several secondary 
schools around Kuala Lumpur  (as the control). A total of 114 pre-marital pregnant 
teenagers and 101 non-pregnant teenagers participated in this study. Participants from both 

groups completed a questionnaire about 
their frequency of exposure to pornography. 
Pre-marital pregnant teenagers were almost 
ten times more likely to have had frequent 
exposure to pornography compared with  
non-pregnant teenagers (OR = 9.9 [CI 
4.3 – 22.5]). Hence, frequent exposure 
to pornography was shown to have a 
significant association with pre-marital 
teenage pregnancy. 
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INTRODUCTION

Teenage pre-marital pregnancy has become 
a worrying trend in most countries (Singh 
& Darroch, 2000; Ekstrand et al., 2005; 
Chandra et al., 2008). In the United States, 
the percentage of out-of-wedlock birth 
among teenagers less than 20 years ago was 
23% (National Vital Statistics Report, 2009). 
In Malaysia, 4500 out of 18000 (i.e. about 
25%) teenagers were reported to be pregnant 
outside of a marriage (The Star, 2013). The 
occurrence of teenage pre-marital pregnancy 
can potentially lead to many social issues 
such as an increased risk of morbidity. For 
example, previous studies have consistently 
reported that teenage pregnancy has an 
increased risk for pre-term delivery (Gilbert 
et al., 2004; Fraser et al., 1995; Gortzak-
Uzan, 2001; Igwegbe & Udigwe, 2001; 
Jolly, 2000).

There are many factors that could 
contribute to teenage pre-marital pregnancy. 
One of it is frequent exposure to sexually 
explicit materials or pornography. In this 
modern world, the Internet is ubiquitous 
in an adolescent’s life (UCLA, 2003), 
and hence, it has a significant impact on 
adolescent development (Finkelhor et al., 
2000). Although young people may reap 
many benefits from using the Internet 
(Fox et al., 2000; Lenhart et al., 2001), 
previous studies have shown that laissez-
faire nature of Internet use among young 
people pushes them to start exploring 
pornographic websites (Lenhart et al., 2000; 
Stahl & Fritz, 2002). 

Teenagers  often have a positive attitude 
towards casual sex, and a result, sexual 

activity becomes a normal part of their 
social development (Berg, 1998). One of 
the major causes is frequent exposure to 
pornographic materials. Sexually explicit 
materials which may contain pornography, 
is freely available to the public because of its 
widespread distribution by the mass media 
and is easily accessible (especially via the 
internet). 

The exposure towards sexually explicit 
material may influence an individual’s 
attitude. This is supported by the social 
learning theory which suggests that an 
individual learns attitudes by observing 
and imitating the behaviours of others 
(McDonald & Kielsmeier, 1972). An 
observed behavior does not have to be 
reinforced to be learned (Zimbardo & 
Leippe, 1991), and the model “can be 
presented on screen such as via television, 
video, or internet, in a novel, or by other 
vicarious means” (Martin & Briggs, 1986). 
Therefore, it has also been shown that 
teenagers’ frequent exposure to pornography 
may influence the development of their 
sexual attitudes and behaviors (Zillmann, 
2000; Haggstrom-Nordin, 2005; Rogala, & 
Tyden, 2003).

Numerous studies have pointed to the 
relationship between biological factors 
and increased feeling towards sex. One of 
the biological factors is  puberty, regarded 
as an endocrinological event leading to 
sexual maturation (Peper & Dahl, 2013). 
This surge in hormones plays a major role 
within a larger set of biological changes 
in the process of achieving reproductive 
maturity, which includes rapid physical 
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growth, sexually dimorphic alterations, 
metabolic changes and a wide array of 
social, behavioural and emotional changes. 
Developing reproductive capabilities does 
not only involve changes in the body, but 
also in neural systems where the brain is 
a major target for sex steroid hormones 
(McCarthy & Arnold, 2011). Hence, this 
demonstrates that pubertal hormones 
contribute to brain-behavior interactions

The normal sexual development of a 
teenager can be very complex and dynamic. 
Children will have  heightened sexual 
interest once they reach puberty (Ponton 
& Judice, 2004). Findings obtained from a 
survey in the US revealed that the average 
age of first sexual intercourse is 15.8 years 
(Berne & Huberman, 1999). Sexual interest 
usually increases with age and associated 
with sexual curiosity that could result in 
engaging in lengthy discussions about sex, 
and viewing pornographic material that 
can then eventually lead to seeking for 
opportunities to have sexual intercourse. 

I t  is  hypothesised that frequent 
exposure to pornographic material could 
potentially have a negative impact on the 
sexual development of an adolescent. The 
magnitude of this impact on unwanted 
teenage premarital pregnancy is still 
unknown and needs to be investigated. 
To date, there is still lack of research 
to determine whether (or not) frequent 
exposure to pornographic material can be a 
risk factor that is associated with unwanted 
teenage pregnancy, and also the strength 
of this relationship (if any), especially in 
Malaysia. Therefore, this study proposes 

an initial hypothesis that frequent exposure 
to pornographic material will lead to 
premarital teenage pregnancy. 

Theoretical framework, research 
question and research objective

The research question of this study:  is  
frequent exposure to pornographic materials 
leads to unwanted teenage pregnancy? In 
addition, there are  confounding factors 
such as ethnicity, family income and 
parents’ level of education. This is a case 
control study because it is not ethical to 
use a prospective study design where the 
case group has to be exposed to explicit 
materials. The main objective of this study 
is to determine the  association between  
exposure to pornography and teenage 
premarital pregnancy after having adjusted 
(or controlled) for the effect of  confounding 
factors.

Significance of study

A previous study had shown that in Malaysia, 
frequent exposure to pornography was  
associated with premarital pregnancy than 
with marital pregnancy (Zain et al., 2015). 
However, this study compared two groups 
of premarital teenagers (i.e. between those 
pregnant and those not pregnant), and so 
it was evaluated the association between 
frequent exposure to pornography and 
teenage premarital pregnancy. Thus, it 
can be concluded that frequent exposure 
to pornography is linked to unhealthy/
risky sexual behaviour. However, it is still 
unclear whether (or not) frequent exposure 
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to pornography is directly associated with 
teenage pregnancy. 

As such, these findings  add to the 
current knowledge base related to the 
adverse consequences of frequent exposure 
to pornography by determining whether 
it  increases the risk of teenage premarital 
pregnancy. This finding is very useful 
for determining the impact of frequent 
exposure to pornography among children 
and teenagers to result in unwanted  
premarital pregnancy. This study proposed 
an initial hypothesis that the impact of 
frequent exposure to pornographic material 
can be very serious and thus, it serves as 
a platform to increase  awareness among 
the teenagers’ parents. A comprehensive 
prevention strategy can thus be executed to 
limit teenagers’ exposure to pornographic 
materials. 

METHOD 

Study design and sample 

This is a case-control study which consisted 
of a target population of teenage girls aged 
between 12 and 19. The sample consisted 
of two groups which included (i) pregnant 
teenagers in selected government shelters 
throughout Malaysia (as the cases) and (ii) 
teenage female students from secondary 
schools around Kuala Lumpur City who 
were not pregnant (as the controls). 

The pregnant teenagers were selected 
from government shelters  which participated 
in the study. Therefore, it was a purposive 
sampling. Once the government shelters 
were identified, all pregnant teenagers in 
there were recruited. The age group of the 
pregnant teenagers 15 and below and above 
15 were 25% and 75% respectively. Thus, 
for the control group, teenage students based 

Figure 1. Research hypothesis of the study
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on similar age group in the case group were 
recruited. All the students in selected classes 
were selected as sample to represent the 
control group. The selection of the classes 
was also done by purposive sampling.

Questionnaire 

The Malay version of the questionnaire 
was administered to all participants in both 
groups, which contains questions on their 
socio-demographic profile and details of 
their exposure to pornography. Details 
included their age (in years), ethnicity, 
highest educational attainment, family 
income per month, and their parents’ highest 
educational level. Three questions (to be 
answered either ‘yes’ or ‘no’) were:

i. H a v e  y o u  e v e r  w a t c h e d 
pornographic pictures/clips on the 
mobile smart phone?

ii. Have you ever read pornographic 
books or magazines?

iii. H a v e  y o u  e v e r  b r o w s e d 
pornographic websites?

Respondents who answered “Yes” to at least 
one question were considered to have been 
exposed to pornographic material. 

Study Procedures 

At the commencement of this study, 
the researchers explained in detail the 
purpose of this study to all respondents 
before administering the questionnaire. 
Respondents were also assured that all 
their personal information would be kept 
confidential and therefore all data gathered 

from this study would be made anonymous 
(because they were meant for research 
purposes only). 

Next, a set of questionnaires was 
distributed to each respondent. Respondents 
were requested to answer all these questions 
by drawing on their own experience on the 
same day and then submit the completed 
questionnaire to the researcher D. None of the 
staff from the organisations which provided 
healthcare services to respondents were 
present in the room during administration 
of the questionnaire. 

Statistical Analysis 

Descriptive statistics such as frequencies 
and percentages were used to explain 
the exposure to pornography among 
different demographic variables of all 
the respondents. Pearson’s Chi-square or 
Fisher’s exact test were used to determine 
the univariate association between the 
varying demographic profiles of all the 
respondents and exposure to pornographic 
material between the cases and the controls. 
The choice of either to use Pearson’s Chi-
square or Fisher’s exact test depends on the 
assumption of a particular statistical test. 
Pearson’s Chi-square test was used when 
there are sufficient samples in each cell 
while Fisher’s exact test was used when 
there are insufficient samples (expected cell 
sizes is less than 5) in at least 25% from the 
overall number of cells. The hypothesis of 
the study (see Figure 1) was then tested by 
using logistic regression analysis in order 
to determine the effect from exposure of 
pornography towards teenage pre-marital 
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pregnancy after some demographic profile 
(race, family income and parents’ education) 
were controlled in the analysis. Data were 
analysed using IBM SPSS package (IBM 
Corp. Released 2012. IBM SPSS Statistics 
for Windows, Version 21.0. Armonk, NY: 
IBM Corp).

RESULTS 

A total of 215 respondents participated in 
this study, which included 114 pregnant 
adolescents (as the cases) and 101 adolescents 
who were not pregnant (as the controls). 
Both the case and the control subjects had 
both different family income (p<0.001) and 
parents’ education level (father’s education 
with p=0.037 and mother’s education with 
p=0.002), with these differences having 
statistical significance. Hence, these are 
the confounding variables for the research 
hypothesis (see Figure 1). There was no 
statistically-significant difference (p=0.141) 
in age group. This was because this study 
initially planned that the age group among 
the control subjects and case subjects to 
be similar. Meanwhile, the difference 
in ethnicity (between the cases and the 
controls) was also found to be statistically 
significant (p=0.015). Although there was 
a pattern of different ethnicity in both 
groups, however, it could not be inferred 
that pregnant Malay adolescents were 
more frequently exposed to pornographic 
material. This was because the participants 
were from government shelters where the 
majority were Malays and Muslims (Table 
1). 

About 80.7% (92/114) of the pregnant 
respondents were frequently exposed 
to pornographic material, while 34.7% 
(35/101) of those who were not pregnant 
were frequently exposed to pornography. 
From among the pregnant teenagers, 78.9% 
of them were exposed to pornographic 
pictures,  43.0% to pornography by 
surfing the internet, and 36.0% by reading 
pornographic magazines. 

Similarly, among those who were not 
pregnant, 28.7% of the respondents were 
exposed to pornographic pictures, 13.9% by 
surfing the internet, and 11.9% by reading 
pornographic magazines.

Multiple logistic regression analysis 
was performed to determine the association 
between frequent exposure to pornography 
and teenage pregnancy, after having 
controlled (or adjusted for) three possible 
confounding factors, namely race, family 
income and parents’ education level. The 
results showed that frequent exposure to 
pornography increased the odds of teenage 
premarital pregnancy in the case group to 
almost 10 times (OR = 9.9 [CI 4.3 – 22.5]) 
of those from the control group (Table 2).

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study show that frequent 
exposure to sexually explicit material 
(or pornographic material) is associated 
with teenage premarital pregnancy. This 
study also found that the odds of teenage 
premarital pregnancy were approximately 
10 times higher than that of those from the 
control group (who did  not have frequent  
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exposure to pornographic materials). Most 
of them had access to pornographic pictures 
and also by surfing the internet. Since this 
was a retrospective study, causality could 
not be inferred and thus, the finding could 

then be interpreted in one of the two ways: a) 
those who were already pregnant had been 
frequently exposed to pornographic material; 
b) frequent exposure to pornographic 
material is an important risk factor for 

Table 1 
Profile of respondents and exposure to pornographic materials between case and control groups

Pregnant Not Pregnant P - value
n  % n  % 

Age 
   ≤15 28 24.56% 34 33.66% 0.141a 

   > 15 86 75.40% 67 63.34% 
Monthly family income 
   Low (<RM1500) 76 68.50% 39 41.90% <0.001a 
   High (≥RM1500) 35 31.50% 54 58.10% 
Father's education 
   Low 80 84.21% 53 71.62% 0.037b 
   High 15 15.79% 21 28.38% 
Mother's education 
   Low 101 92.66% 64 77.11% 0.002b 
   High 8 Of 7.34% 19 22.89% 
Race 
   Malay 110 96.5% 91 90.1% 0.015b 
   Chinese 2 1.8% 10 9.9% 
   India 2 1.8% 0 0.0% 
Exposure to pornography <0.001
   Yes 92 80.7% 35 34.7%
   No 22 19.3% 66 65.3%
Note: aP-value were derived from Pearson Chi-square test
bP-value were derived from Fisher’s exact test

Table 2 
Exposure to sexually explicit material towards teenage pregnancies 

OR 95% CI P value
Exposure to sexual materials <0.001
Not reference group
Yes 9.9 (4.3, 22.5)
Note: The odds ratio was derived after adjusting for race, family income and 
parents' education using multiple logistic regression
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teenage premarital pregnancy (or teen out-
of-wedlock childbirth). 

A study by Collins et al. (2004) found 
that teenagers who watch television 
programmes containing sexually explicit 
scenes will have a higher tendency to initiate 
and maintain intimate sexual relationships. 
In a long-term study, Chandra et al. (2008) 
reported that teenagers who were exposed to 
television programmes which are sexually 
explicit were found to be at least twice 
more likely to become pregnant within the 
next three years  compared with their peers. 
Brown and L’Engle (2009) also found that 
the exposure to sexual media was associated 
with an increased level of adolescent sexual 
activity. Our results are consistent with  
the findings of other researchers, in that, 
teenagers who exposed to pornographic 
material  tend to engage in unsafe sexual 
intercourse. However, the high odds-ratio 
reported in this study showed that teenagers 
from the control group were  much less 
exposed to pornography compared with 
those from the case group.   

The level of exposure to pornography 
of  children increased in tandem with their 
age (Longe, 2007). A study in America 
revealed that the average age of a child 
when first exposed to internet pornography 
was 11 years, with the majority of these 
children aged between 12 and 17. Almost 
90% of the children between aged 8 and 
16  were exposed to pornographic material 
when surfing the internet, while doing 
homework (Cheryl, 2007). These findings 
clearly indicate that allowing children to 
surf the internet at home without adult 

supervision is unsafe as they do not have 
adequate guidance, thereby preventing 
their balanced psychosocial growth and 
development. In Malaysia, no academic 
studies have been undertaken to find out 
how these young people were exposed to 
pornography, except  a survey conducted in 
2001 which showed that they had access to 
pornography “without parental knowledge” 
(UNESCO, 2001). 

A national survey of 4527 teenagers 
aged between 10 and 19 was conducted 
by the Malaysian National Population 
and Family Planning Development Board 
(NPFDB) from 1994 to  1996 (UNESCO, 
2001). This survey questionnaires  assessed 
respondents’ knowledge, attitude and 
sexual health by mass media (e.g. using 
popular English, Malay and Tamil media). 
Respondents were from urban and rural 
areas of West and East Malaysia. The survey  
found  teenagers did not have sufficient 
knowledge of sexual health either their 
parents or from the schools. Many of the 
adolescent respondents were alarmed to 
learn about the physiological changes their 
bodies were undergoing. As neither were 
available to explain these physiological 
changes of their, more than two-thirds 
of these 13 to19-year-olds ‘educated’ 
themselves by accessing  pornographic 
materials in the form of magazines and 
watching video-films without parental 
knowledge. 

Without proper and adequate guidance 
by the parents, two-thirds of the respondents   
soon engaged in masturbation or sexual 
intercourse. Additionally, two-thirds of these 



Exposure to Pornography

1067Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 25 (3): 1059 - 1072 (2017)

teenagers had also started dating at the age 
of 13 and 15, and 18% of the respondents 
had already engaged in sexual intercourse 
between the age of 15 and 19. More urban 
teenagers had started to live together, 
especially those who were older and/or 
those who intended to marry at an older 
age. Studies have found that over time, an 
increasing number of Malaysian teenagers 
were also becoming sexually active, from 
9% in 1995 to 13% in 2000 (Zulkifli et al., 
1995). Boys were more sexually active than 
girls. Living away from their family was 
also found to be associated with increased 
teen sexual activity, and this association was 
found to be statistically-significant (Zulkifli 
et al., 2000).

One possible solution to overcome 
this problem is by introducing sexual 
education. However, the introduction of 
sexual education may not be appropriate 
as seen from the experience of  Norway. In 
Norway, sexual education was introduced 
and had always been taught as a compulsory 
topic since 1955; however, the abortion 
rate among teenagers had also gradually 
increased to nearly 50% (National Board 
of Health and Welfare, 2005). This was 
attributed to lack of knowledge and 
negligence in contraceptive use, along 
with having a liberal attitude toward casual 
sex among teenagers (Ekstrand et al., 
2005). Another possible solution may be to 
establish a socio-culturally and religiously-
sensitive approach for a holistic sexual 
health education, by highlighting the role 
of sex within the context of a loving marital 
relationship for procreation purposes . 

In view of the easy accessibility 
of pornographic materials, parents and 
guardians play a crucial role in guiding 
their children and teenagers especially 
when they are exposed to inappropriate 
and sexual explicitly contents (whether 
these materials come from traditional 
sources such as television, magazines or, 
from internet). Another way to protect 
children and teenagers from the dangers 
to pornography is to block their access 
to such materials by using an internet 
filtering software. Although it may not be 
totally effective, it can still filter out many 
pornographic websites.  

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, it was found that frequent 
exposure to pornography is associated with 
teenage premarital (or out-of-wedlock) 
pregnancy.  Future research should 
explore other risk factors associated with 
frequent exposure to pornography among 
teenagers. The findings can provide valuable 
information to policy-makers to implement 
certain preventive strategies for minimising 
unwanted teenage pregnancies. 

A major limitation of this study was  
data from other groups of pregnant teenagers 
(apart from the Malay ethnic group) were 
not included in this study (since it was very 
difficult to engage them to participate in this 
study). Therefore, almost all the respondents 
in this study were Malay Muslims. 

Additionally, all the subjects in the 
control group are from secondary schools 
in Kuala Lumpur. No pregnancy test 
was conducted to confirm whether the 
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student was pregnant or not except by 
the respondent’s own admission. Sample 
selection was conducted using purposive 
sampling. Future studies may consider 
collecting more representative samples 
for case and control group. Besides that, 
this study assumed that the subject in the 
control group understood the definition of 
pornographic materials without showing 
them  examples of pornographic materials 
as this was considered immoral.

Besides, it was also a case-control 
study and therefore it would be difficult to 
establish the causal relationship between 
frequent exposure to pornographic material 
and teenage premarital pregnancy (because 
data collected were retrospective in nature). 
Therefore, future longitudinal studies are 
still warranted for elucidating the actual 
‘cause-and-effect’ relationship between 
frequent exposure to pornographic material 
and teenage premarital pregnancy. Such 
future studies should consider a broader 
socio-economic context for gleaning a better 
understanding of the factors that have an 
impact on teenage premarital pregnancy, 
thereby providing us with a better preventive 
strategy to tackle this problem.
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Borang soal selidik/Questionnaire 
Sila isikan tempat kosong atau tandakan (X) pada pilihan anda
Kindly fill in the blank or mark (X) for your option

Bahagian 1: Profail demografik
Part 1: Demographic profile
No. Data profail/Profile data Jawapan/Answer
1 Umur

Age
Nyatakan: ………tahun
State:………year

2 Jantina
Sex

(   ) Lelaki/Male
(   ) Perempuan/Female

3 Bangsa
Ethnic

(   ) Melayu/Malay
(   ) Cina/Chinese
(   ) India/Indian
(   ) Lain– lain/Others

4 Agama
Religion

(   ) Islam/Muslim
(   ) Buddha/Buddhist
(   ) Kristian/Christian
(   ) Hindu/Hindu
(   ) Lain– lain/Others

5 Tahap pendidikan tertinggi bapa
Father’s highest education level

(   ) Tidak bersekolah/No formal education
(   ) Sekolah rendah/Primary school
(   ) Sekolah menengah/Secondary school
(   ) Diploma or sijil/Diploma or certificate
(   ) Sarjana muda/Bachelor degree
(   ) Sarjana or Doktor falsafah/Master or Doctor of Philosophy

6 Tahap pendidikan tertinggi ibu
Mother’s highest education level

(   ) Tidak bersekolah/No formal education
(   ) Sekolah rendah/Primary school
(   ) Sekolah menengah/Secondary school
(   ) Diploma or sijil/Diploma or certificate
(   ) Sarjana muda/Bachelor degree
(   ) Sarjana or Doktor falsafah/Master or  Doctor of Philosophy 

7 Pendapatan keluarga sebulan
Family’s monthly income

Nyatakan: RM……....
State: RM………

Bahagian 2: Pendedahan kepada bahan - bahan lucah
Part 2: Exposure to pornographic materials
8 Pernahkah anda menonton klip/

gambar lucah di telefon bimbit?
Have you ever watched 
pornographic clips/pictures on 
the mobile smart phone?

(   ) Tidak/No
(   ) Ya/Yes

9 Pernahkah anda membaca buku/
majalah lucah?
Have you ever read pornographic 
books or magazines?

(   ) Tidak/No
(   ) Ya/Yes

10 Pernahkah anda melayari laman 
web lucah?
Have you ever browsed through 
pornographic websites?

(   ) Tidak/No
(   ) Ya/Yes
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