CHAPTER 1: Sharing Our Stories

At the time, it probably seemed like a dream come true—your
discovery of sex on the Internet. You'd already been impressed
by all that the Internet had to offer: information, goods, connections, and more. And
there was sex, too. Sex on the Internet—whenever you want with exactly the kind
of person you want.

Eventually, you began to think that perhaps, for you, sex on the Internet was too
good to be true. The opportunity is too enticing, alluring, fulfilling, immediate, and
powerful. So much is available. There are so many options, ones you've only
dreamed of—or had yet to dream of! So much opportunity and stimulation is
available that it’s difficult to control. And hard to stop. Maybe, it seems, impossible
to stop.

Yes, the Net does have a shadow side. For some people, the pull of cybersex can
be so powerful, that, as with alcohol or other drugs, it’s hard to control or stop.

You may be wondering whether you're alone in this struggle with sex and the
Internet. You're not. The shadowy world of cybersex is overtaking and
overwhelming far too many people, undermining careers and upending
relationships. And the problem is growing. For some, cybersex becomes compulsive,
even addictive. No one could have forecast that cybersex would have such an
impact.

Countless people, men and women alike, find themselves in what seems to be a
futile struggle with online sexual behavior. Mostly they struggle alone and in silence,
too embarrassed or guilt-ridden to seek help, not knowing where they can find help,
believing that no one else would really understand anyway. Each day brings a roller
coaster of emotions. Perhaps you are in a similar predicament. Have you ever done
any of the following?

* kept sexual activity on the Internet a secret from family members

e carried out sexual activities on the Net at work

e frequently found yourself erasing your computer-history files in an effort to
conceal your activity on the Net

CYBERSEX I3 UNHOOKED |1



2 |

CYBERSEX |¥ UNHOOKED

o felt ashamed at the thought that someone you love might discover your
Internet use

* found that your time on the Net takes away from or prevents you from doing
other tasks and activities

* found yourself in a kind of online trance or time warp during which hours just
slipped by

* frequently visited chat rooms that are focused on sexual conversation

* looked forward to your sexual activities on the Net and felt frustrated and
anxious if you couldn’t get on when you planned

* found yourself masturbating while on the Net

* recognized the people in the interactive online video while they recognized
your screen name when you signed on

* had sexual chat-room friends who became more important than the family
and friends in your life

* regularly visited porn sites

* downloaded pornography from a newsgroup

* had favorite porn sites

* visited fetish porn sites

* taken part in the CuSeeMe sexual video rooms

¢ viewed child pornography online

At first, discovering the Net’s potential for sexual activity may have felt very
exciting to you. After all, a new world was opening up for you, ready for
exploration. It may have seemed like a harmless one in which to play, to fulfill
fantasies, to occasionally find sexual gratification. It may have felt like a dream come
true. But eventually you may have found, as have many other men and women, that
cybersex has a downside—a very powerful one that is difficult, if not impossible, to

- control. Even as you made resolutions to limit or stop using the Net for sex, they

were made hollow by the echoes of previous vows and promises. “How could this be
happening to me?” you wondered. Again, you are not alone in these feelings. The
power and attraction of the Internet in general, and its use for sexual activity in

 particular, has subtly captured countless individuals in our culture with surprising

speed.

Cybersex Use Growing Rapidly

What effect has the Internet had on society since it came into use by the general
public in the early 1990s? It's difficult to fully understand this now, but the speed at
which it has permeated our culture is an indication of its power. As you know,
sexuality is one important aspect of our lives that is being dramatically affected by
the Internet. Mention “cybersex” and the response you receive will be, more often
than not, a chuckle and a lewd comment. Such reactions do not, however, come
from anyone who is familiar with the extent of sex on the Internet. Access to sex on
the Internet is on the rise in America.
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The statistics are as remarkable as they are startling:

o As of January 1999, there were 19,542,710 total unique visitors per month
on the top five pay porn Web sites, and there were 98,527,275 total unique
visitors per month on the top five free porn Web sites.

e In November 1999, Nielsen Net Ratings figures showed 12.5 million surfers
visited porn sites in September from their homes, a 140 percent rise in traffic
in just six months.

e Nearly 17 percent of Internet users have problems with using sex on the Net.

e Severe problems with sex on the Net exists for 1 percent of Internet users—
and 40 percent of these extreme cases are women.

o Most e-porn traffic, about 70 percent, occurs weekdays between the hours of
9 a.m.and 5 p.m.

e There are 100,000 Web sites dedicated to selling sex in some way—this does
not include chat rooms, e-mail, or other forms of sexual contact on the Web.

o About 200 sex-related Web sites are added each day.

o Sex on the Internet constitutes the third-largest economic sector on the Web
(software and computers rank first and second), generating $1 billion dollars
annually.

e The greatest technological innovations on the Web were developed by the sex
industry (video streaming is one example).

It is easy to categorize online sexual behaviors as either all good or all bad. The
Internet, however, is a powerful communications tool that is neither inherently good
nor bad. It is, rather, the content offered by its creators (those who host Web sites,
post to newsgroups, organize chat rooms, and so on) and the ways Internet users
respond to these messages, images, and sounds that result in “good” or “bad”
outcomes. Social scientists have recognized the educational potential of the
Internet, citing the greater availability of information about sexuality and the
potential online for more candid discussions of sexuality. The Internet also offers the
opportunity for forming online, or virtual, “communities” in which isolated or
disenfranchised people can communicate with one another about sexual topics.

Far more often, however, a rapidly increasing number of people find that using
the Internet for sexual purposes is fraught with risks and that it interferes with
many aspects of their lives, including family relationships, work life, and financial
security.

Three people share their experiences here. (Please note that while the stories used
in this book are true, they have been altered as needed to protect individual anonymity.)

Jill, a woman in her thirties:
1 went online in the early evening each night. I stayed on for hours in a chat room
where all the members [virtually] knew one another. These sessions became quite
intense. We talked about everything in our lives, including sex, problems at home,
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work hassles, our vacations, just everything. And if someone was missing, then an
online “crisis” occurred. Since members all had each other’s phone numbers, we would
call up the missing person at home to find out why he or she hadn't logged on. The
conversations were sometimes sexual, but not always. The primary purpose of the
chat room was connection, rather than sexual. Every time was like a conference call,
but with a lot more of us online—and we were online so much that this chat room
just became our life.

Saul, a young man who worked out of his home:

Beginning in 1995, I became caught up in a pattern that began each morning
when, after breakfast, I would go to my computer and spend at least two hours
downloading thirty-five to forty pornographic pictures and then selecting the “best”
fifteen to save. This went on for more than five years. Even with a huge collection of
120 ZIP discs filled with pornographic images, I still didn’t have enough. Anyway,
once I had my “fifteen daily best,” I would masturbate to these images. As an avid e-
trader, I then turned my best efforts to making money by day-trading. I'd spend the
next four or five hours playing the market, and by mid-afternoon, I was exhausted.
Day in and day out, | would get up and do it all over again.

Chuck, a married corporate executive in his early fifties:

I had just sold the company I founded for a great profit. After the pressure and
excitement of the months leading up to the sale, however, I felt let down and
depressed. Not in the mood for much of anything, I stayed at home and began playing
on the computer. One of my favorite activities was to create various personae and
then advertise for dates while portraying them in online personal columns. Given the
multitude of responses, I turned this into an enormously entertaining game, one that I
spent hours and hours playing Soon, days merged into nights and nights into days.
Time blurred. Weeks passed unnoticed. Within a couple months, I was barely

* speaking to my wife and was ignoring my work completely. My life existed almost
solely in cyberspace.

What Is Cybersex?

Internet sex can be accessed and experienced in many different ways. Each has
the potential to cause users problems and to lead them into risky or dangerous
situations. In the following section, we outline these new avenues of sex to give you
an idea of the breadth of the cybersex world.

The term “cybersex” has become a catchall to describe a variety of computer
based, sex-related behaviors, many of which you may recognize. They fall into three
general categories:
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1. Accessing Online Pornography, Audio, Video, and Text Stories

The kind of pornography available on the Internet varies widely, just as it does in
the non-cyberworld, ranging from photographs of models posing in bathing suits or
lingerie to young children being sexually abused. It can be found in various forms,
including photos and audio, video, and text stories. Its variety and ease of access,
however, is much greater than offline access. Pornographic materials can be found
on personal and commercial Web pages, with access just a mouse-click away.
Pornographic pictures, video, audio, and text can also be exchanged via e-mail and
discussion or newsgroups. These forums allow participants to use their e-mail to
post stories, ideas, photographs, or software related to the topic of the group. These
messages can then be stored for other group participants to read or retrieve.
Thousands of sex-related newsgroups exist on the Net and represent the highest
volume of traffic of all newsgroups.

2. Real Time with a Fantasy Partner

The second form of cybersex takes place in what is known as “real time”—
though time may be the only aspect of the interaction that is “real.” Advanced
technology has also provided ways to exchange images and files online during a live
conversation. In addition, “virtual locations” exist in which you can engage in online
chatting with others.

Current technology also allows for the exchange of voice and video images via
the Internet. By simply providing a credit card number, you can take advantage of
live video cameras that capture and transmit images of males or females engaged in
everything from everyday activities to explicit sexual acts. Though a fee is common,
some of these sites can be accessed for free. Some live video sites accept requests for
specific sexual behaviors from online users, thus enabling an individual to create and
fulfill personal fantasies. Thanks to live-video-feed technology, it is even possible to
chat online while viewing pornography. Such virtual video booths are steadily
growing in number and allow cybersex users to have nearly complete control over
the “object” at the other end of the phone line, even though the object is a human
being. For a relatively small fee, you can also link to X-rated video feeds without any
interaction or, with CuSeeMe software and a Web cam, watch others masturbate or
engage in other sexual activities while they watch you do the same.

3. Multimedia Software

The final category of cybersex does not take place online at all. With the
invention of more sophisticated multimedia systems, people can play X-rated
movies, engage in sexual games, or view the latest issues of erotic magazines on a
desktop or laptop computer. Compact disc read-only memory (CD-ROM)
technology allows companies to release software titles with sound and video clips.
Such multimedia productions can also include erotic information.
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The Power of Cybersex

With all the forms of media available in our culture, what is it that attracts
people to the Internet to engage in sexual activities in such a high-tech fashion?
What has attracted you? We believe that the Internet has six attributes—a
CyberHex—that, when taken together, make the Internet unique among all other
media. The CyberHex attributes make the Internet enormously alluring for
someone seeking sexual arousal and fulfillment. These six attributes are
Intoxicating, Isolating, Integral, Inexpensive, Imposing, and Interactive.

Figure 1.1 The CYbeI‘HeX
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