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Connecting to Protect is a world-first global initiative
to tackle children and young people's online
pornography access, focussing on mental health
and safety consequences.

In most countries throughout the world, children
and young people currently have unrestricted
access to online pornography. Research shows
that this access has the potential  to contribute to
developmental and social vulnerabilities. The
mental health and safety implications on children
and young people accessing online pornography
are multi-dimensional. As a result, we are creating
an opportunity for representatives of many
sectors to dialogue and create a coordinated
global response. Implementing primary,
secondary and targeted public health prevention
and education measures is imperative to avoid a
worsening of the situation.

Our global steering committee of experts and
stakeholders are addressing this global public
health issue commencing with a summit—a
gathering of like-minded individuals who share a
common goal to mobilize a global coalition and
launch a resource and research hub. All
individuals involved with Connecting to Protect are
actively engaged in their own countries, recognize
the importance of international action, and value
the opportunity to learn from other professionals
addressing the same challenges in different legal
and cultural contexts.

Stronger Together is the inaugural event of
Connecting to Protect, initially scheduled for
October 2020 and postponed due to COVID-19.

With the uncertainty of international travel and an
increasing urgency to address this issue, the 2021
Global Virtual Summit provides an opportunity for
worldwide stakeholders to contribute to public
health responses and launch and build a global
coalition to address the issue.

Stronger Together: protecting children from online
pornography by inviting a public health response, is a
world-first initiative to address this issue globally.
The Summit will facilitate expert-led educational
and collaborative sessions on strategic responses
to protect children and young people from online
pornography. The summit will also inform a Global
Action Plan: Strategic Response Report, aligning
global initiatives to protect children and young
people from accessing online pornography.

INVITING A 
PUBLIC HEALTH RESPONSE

▪Connect, educate, and mobilize key
stakeholders globally, to prevent and
address the negative impacts caused
to children and young people
accessing legal pornography online. 
▪Identify and educate key individuals
to champion a strategic response to
help align all countries’ initiatives
globally.
▪Launch and establish membership
in the Connecting to Protect Global
Coalition.
▪Invite contributions to the
Connecting to Protect Global
Resource & Research Hub.

KEY OUTCOMES
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Cordelia Anderson, retired advocate with 40+ years of experience working to promote sexual health
and prevent sexual harm, says the following about public health.

The basic approach used in public health seeks to define, monitor, and provide surveillance on
the problem (using peer-reviewed research to inform practice); identify risk and protective
factors; pilot and evaluate effective prevention programs, and ensure broad-based
dissemination. Because of the health equity principles inherent in public health, many argue it’s
also a social justice approach, while some see public health as more of a “medical model.”

Key concepts used in public health often involve the promotion of systemic change as well as an
individual focus and developing programs based on data/research. Public health recognizes the
impact of the broader environment on the behaviour, health and choices of individuals who live
within it. Public health approaches point out the effects of the environment on individuals'
behaviour, and the way the environment shapes or perpetuates social norms which again affect
behaviour. John Briere, Ph.D. clinician and adolescent trauma specialist points out that:

“Toxic decisions seem rational in toxic environments.”

SOCIAL ISSUES FROM A 
PUBLIC HEALTH PERSPECTIVE

Social issues from the public health
perspective involve problems that affect

individuals or groups beyond their capacity to
correct. Social issues are detectable when
responsibility is shifted from individuals
being able to adequately make changes

themselves, toward holding external social
causes or influences accountable. It is clear

that many aspects of pornography meet this
definition of social issues and warrant public

health advocacy efforts.5
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Article 19 of the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child  (UNCRC) pronounces the
obligation of States to protect children. 

“States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative,
administrative, social and educational measures to
protect the child from all forms of physical or mental
violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent
treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including
sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal
guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of
the child. Protective measures should, as appropriate,
include effective procedures for the establishment of
social programs to provide necessary support for the
child and for those who have the care of the child, as
well as for other forms of prevention and for
identification, reporting, referral, investigation,
treatment and follow-up of instances of child
maltreatment described heretofore, and, as
appropriate, for judicial involvement."

On March 2, 2021, the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child passed an additional
addendum  focused on children’s rights in relation
to the digital environment, calling for “robust age
verification measures”:

AN INTERNATIONAL
COMMITMENT

XII. Special Protection Measures
 
A. Protection from Economic, sexual, and other forms
of exploitation: 

114. States parties should ensure that appropriate
enforcement mechanisms are in place and support
children, parents, and caregivers in gaining access to
the protections that apply. They should legislate to
ensure that children are protected from harmful
goods, such as weapons or drugs, or services, such as
gambling. Robust age verification systems should be
used to prevent children from acquiring access to
products and services that are illegal for them to own
or use. Such systems should be consistent with data
protection and safeguarding requirements.

In respect of protecting children from the negative
impacts of exposure to **online pornography,
most States have failed. We intend to change that
through our collaborative global summit,
subsequent Global Action Plan: Strategic Response
Report, and the promotion of a range of public
health solutions to create change.
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Age Verification
underpinned by safety,
security and privacy

Data mining

Facial Recognition (as
opposed to Facial Analysis
using AI to estimate age)

No cross-service sharing
of personal information

Safer online
environment for
children globally

Age Verification
underpinned by safety,

security, and privacy
requires a simple set of

data to prove that a person
is the age they say they

are, matched to a specified
degree of confidence via

verified attributes.
Learn more at connectingtoprotect.org/age-verification-solutions

6

7

https://www.connectingtoprotect.org/age-verification-solutions


AN URGENT PROBLEM
TO SOLVE

The internet is the largest ever social experiment in human history. While its many benefits to children
are manifest, it also provides them with direct access to harmful content, including online pornography,
24-hours a day. Mental health and other professionals did not and could not have imagined or
anticipated the rapid acceleration and complexity of problematic sexual behaviours that have arisen
from children’s exposure to online pornography. 

Research has shown  that children often stumble on harmful content by accident or because of natural
curiosity about sex. Minors viewing online pornography is a child protection issue  that requires urgent
attention. However, what is often overlooked is how children’s exposure to pornography can contribute
to their early sexualization which, in turn, renders them more vulnerable to sexual exploitation by those
within their own peer or social group, or by predatory adults normally outside their everyday range of
contacts at school—in the community or online. Ease of access to pornography also contributes to a host
of other mental, behavioural, safety and health consequences. 

Much of modern pornography portrays extreme themes and sexual violence. Unrestricted access to it
will continue to be a significant contributing component to changing and rewiring the minds of children
and promoting conduct that is at odds with widely established healthy norms. It has been found   that
higher-level brain functioning such as insight, empathy, intuition, and a sense of morality is strengthened
in the brain when the mind, the body, the brain, and our relationships are integrated in a healthy
manner. Thus, focused attention on pornography may hijack child development by the forming of
damaging neural connections.

Knowing about the way the focus of attention changes
the structure and function of the brain throughout the
lifespan opens new doors to healing and growth at the

individual, family, community, and global levels.



~ Dr. Dan Siegal
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Children
accessing

pornography

Linked to body
inscurity, depression

and other mental
health issues

Parents using porn
can contribute to

unsafe environments /
family breakdownsEroticises sexual

aggression and
violence

Reinforces sexism,
racism and

objectification
Promotes high risk

acts. e.g. condomless
sex and group sex

Is a grooming tool /
normalizes harmful
sexual behaviours

Early exposure 
can cause trauma
and developmental

issues

Shapes arousal
pathways, including
illegal acts (incest)

and paraphilias

Triggers compulsion /
sexual dysfunction /

arousal disorders

Models child-on-
child and peer-on-
peer sexual abuse

Provokes self-
exploitation / sexting /

revenge porn,
OnlyFans etc.

Fuels child sexual
exploitation / sex

trafficking

UNRESTRICTED ACCESS
AND HARMS TO CHILDREN 

Figure 1.
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POTENTIAL OUTCOMES FROM CHILDREN ACCESSING
ONLINE PORNOGRAPHY

Peer-reviewed research and anecdotal reports indicate that unrestricted access and use of pornography
fuels childhood trauma, sexual exploitation, self-produced sexual images, child-on-child sexual abuse,
sexism and objectification, domestic violence, family breakdown, risky sexual behaviour, mental health
issues, vulnerability to online predators, and compulsive sexual behaviours.

These potential outcomes from children accessing online pornography are by no means exhaustive and
the fallout is difficult to ignore. Unless professional intervention and support services, policy/legislation,
technological/digital, education, and therapeutic solutions are put in place to ensure children and young
people gain the support they need, this crisis will continue to unfold before our eyes. Moreover, given
that pornography is a global business, children will not be adequately protected unless and until the
problem is addressed globally.
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COUNTRY PROGRESS WITH 
AGE VERIFICATION 

A global multi-sectoral public health response is
emerging as a framework for exploration as we
work together across the disciplines of medicine,
neuroscience, sociology, psychology, social work,
education, technology, and legal settings. It is
important to recognize and apply the experience
and warnings of front-line professionals by
prioritizing the protection of children from
harmful pornographic content and creating
solutions to address these harms.

Among the first to investigate adequate responses
to children accessing pornography, the UK
provides us with a useful model in terms of
pursuing this issue using age verification solutions
and mandatory relationships and sexuality
education. Other progressive approaches have
emerged in Australia with the formation of an
eSafety Commissioner   ; and the public health
focussed charity, eChildhood.  eChildhood
championed government intervention by
contributing to a 2019 Federal Committee
Parliamentary Inquiry. Robust recommendations
in support of Age Verification were published in
February 2020 via the Protecting the Age of
Innocence Report  and support was shown by the
government  in June 2021.

In 2017, Canada implemented Private Members
Bill M-47. Focused efforts were renewed in
October 2020 with Senator Julie Miville-Dechêne
tabling Bill S-203  to promote a new regulatory
framework to tackle online harms:

Protecting Young Persons from Exposure to
Pornography Act. Bill S-203 was passed in the
Senate on June 28, 2021, to now be debated in the
fall parliament. Additionally, the Standing
Committee on the Status of Women (FEWO)
[pursuant to standing order 108(2)] raised a
motion in December 2020 to investigate the
electronic commerce of companies distributing
pornography and the resulting harms on children
and women. In December 2020, the Standing
Committee on Access to Information Privacy and
Ethics  invited two representatives of Pornhub /
MindGeek, namely Feras Antoon and David
Tassillo, to explain the company's failure to
prohibit rape videos and other illegal content from
its site, and what steps it has taken and plans to
take to protect the reputation and privacy of
young people and other individuals who have
never provided their consent.

It is clear various countries are progressing
forward to protect children from internet
pornography by limiting access through
introducing Age Verification Solutions. In June
2020, a global Age Verification Virtual Conference
was hosted by The Reward Foundation with the
leadership of John Carr OBE, Secretary of the
Children’s Charities' Coalition on Internet Safety.
The resulting report  provides an update on Age
Verification Solutions, education initiatives and
how countries such as Poland, France, South
Africa, the Netherlands, New Zealand, and others
are responding. Since this time, more progress has
been made. Though vital, age verification is only
one component of a public health response and
not enough on its own.
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WHY NOW?

Extraordinary challenges presented by current
world events have triggered an increase in the
number of children accessing pornography and
being sexually exploited online. There has never
been a more urgent time to unify and prioritize
the mental health and safety consequences to
children having unrestricted access to online
pornography. 

The Stronger Together Global Virtual Summit
represents a unique opportunity to reach
individuals and organizations that need
solutions to address this problem. Collaboration
of experience and leadership are vital to
connect, educate, and mobilize key stakeholders
globally; and prevent and address the negative
impacts caused to children and young people
accessing legal pornography online.

Through a strategic and coordinated response,
we can find new ways to safeguard the physical
social and mental wellbeing of our children and
communities globally. Additionally, multi-
sectoral involvement will positively impact
children, young people, and family health,
stimulating change in the domains of digital,
education, therapeutic and treatment initiatives,
public policy, and legislation.

Key stakeholders from around the world are
ready for and in full support of a global summit
being created to build a global coalition to
address the issue.

Our global steering committee of experts and
stakeholders are addressing this global public
health issue commencing with a summit—a
gathering of like-minded individuals who share
a common goal to mobilize a global coalition
and launch a resource and research hub.

GOALS OF THE GLOBAL
VIRTUAL SUMMIT AND
BEYOND

GOAL 1
COMMENCE WITH A GLOBAL SUMMIT

GOAL 2
ESTABLISH A GLOBAL COALITION

GOAL 3
MOBILIZE THE GLOBAL COALITION

GOAL 4
ESTABLISH A GLOBAL RESOURCE AND
RESEARCH HUB
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