CHAPTER 2: Understanding Problematic

Cybersex Behavior

In this chapter, we will look at the types of problematic online
sexual behavior, and we’ll show you how that behavior can
become so compulsive that it seems impossible to control.

[t’s important to note that not everyone who uses the Internet for sexual activities
does so for the same reason or to the same extent, and that not all cybersex has
negative consequences. We have divided those who are engaging in sexual behavior
on the Internet into five groups, illustrated by the diagram in figure 1 below.
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Recreational Cybersex Users

Recreational cybersex users can be divided into two categories: appropriate
recreational users and inappropriate recreational users. The former seem to be able
to explore sex on the Internet without any sign of their behavior becoming
problematic. Their behavior is out in the open, not covert. Time spent in cybersex
behaviors is minimal, usually totaling no more than a couple of hours a week. They
do not feel embarrassed or shameful about these activities, and often they take part
in them with their spouse or partner. They may, in fact, use cybersex as a way to
enhance their sexual experience with one another and thus to strengthen their
relationship.

The latter group of recreational cybersex users includes individuals who do not
have a compulsive or addictive problem with sex on the Internet, but who use what
they find on the Net inappropriately. They may, for example, show a sex-related
item or site they discovered on the Net to others such as their work colleagues,
family members, or friends who are not interested in such information or who are
embarrassed by it. They do so not as a means of hurting or embarrassing others, but
simply because they think such information is funny or because they like the feeling
of shocking others. These individuals who use cybersex inappropriately don’t try to
hide their activities either, whereas people who have a more serious problem with
cybersex go to great lengths to cover up their cybersex activities from others in
their lives.

Problematic Cybersex Users

People who exhibit problematic sexual behavior on the Internet tend to fall into
one of three groups:

1. Discovery Group: those who have no previous problem with online sex or any
history of problematic sexual behavior

2. Predisposed Group: those who have had their first out-of-control sexual
behavior on the Internet while obsessing over unacted-on sexual fantasies and
urges

3. Lifelong Sexually Compulsive Group: those whose out-of-control sexual
behavior on the Internet is part of an ongoing and severe sexual behavior
problem

Discovery Group
People in this group have no previous problem with online sex and no history of
problematic sexual behavior. Debra’s story is typical of this group:

In my early twenties, I hadn’t had much of a sex life. Not only had I never even
had a sexual relationship, I'd hardly ever kissed anyone. It wasn't that [ didn’t have
an interest in men. I just felt uncomfortable approaching and meeting eligible guys.
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One day while surfing the Net, I discovered that there were sex-related sites. I guess
1'd just never imagined that this kind of thing would be on the Internet. Well, I was
totally overwhelmed. For the first time in my life, I could explore relationships and my
sexuality. [ was soon spending countless hours online visiting sexually oriented chat
rooms and writing ads for the online personal columns. I discovered that I was
attracted to men from other countries. After conversing online with a number of them,
I finally decided to meet one guy who seemed pretty special for a ten-day tour in
France. How did it turn out? The tour was fine, but the guy was anything but. He
was crude, physically not at all how he'd described himself, and he had the
personality of a doorknob. I've met a few other men this way, too, and 1've always
been disappointed, but I haven’t given up. I'm sure 'll find “Mr. Right” eventually.

There is, in a sense, a healthy aspect to Debra’s story in that she had wanted to
have sexual relationships and the Internet freed her to do so. She discovered and
explored her ideas about relationships and sexuality through the Internet. On the
other hand, Debra became completely carried away with her online activities,
spending many hours at her computer. By courting and meeting strangers about
whom she actually knew very little, Debra also put herself in great danger. A wiser
and safer choice for her would be to use one of the many available dating services
that carefully screen their members.

Predisposed Group

This group is made up of people who have never acted out sexually—though
they have thought about it—until they discovered cybersex. They might have
fantasized about exposing themselves or had the urge to see a prostitute or go to a
strip club. Until they discovered the world of cybersex, however, they were able to
control their fantasies and urges. Maybe they were afraid of being recognized at a
strip club or being arrested in a prostitution sting. Perhaps they simply were healthy
enough and possessed adequate coping skills to recognize and resist these impulses.

People in this group may not use the Net for sexual purposes as frequently as
people in some of the other groups, but they are certainly at risk for more
problematic online sexual behavior. With the Internet, sex is just a mouse-click
away, and at some point, they discover sexually explicit activities that they just can’t
resist. At first, the consequences of their cybersex activities may seem minimal.
After all, no one will see them or recognize them online.

Katie’s story is an excellent example of this behavior:

[ had often wondered what it would be like to have sex with another woman. [
was twenty-eight, happily married with two children. For a few years, 'd heard more
about bisexuality and began to realize that [ might be bisexual. I didn’t know how to
explain that while sex with my husband was great, I still had sexual feelings for
some women, too. | was getting more interested, but 'd always been a little afraid to
act on these feelings, and besides, I didn't know, really, how I could go about meeting a
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woman who felt the same as I did. Besides, | wasn't interested just in sex. [ wanted a
real relationship in which there would be a sense of connection, too. Since I'd
occasionally visited chat rooms in the past, one night I decided to search for one
focused on lesbianism. To my surprise, I found lots of such sites. | was instantly
intrigued and soon began spending more time online in lesbian-oriented chat rooms.
While these online activities were positive experiences at first that helped me sort out
my feelings, I began to spend so much time online that other aspects of my life started
to suffer. I was tired from staying up too late at night, and so I had less time and
energy for my family and work. In fact, my supervisor actually had a talk with me in
which he wanted to know if something was wrong in my life because I'd been having
trouble meeting deadlines.

Paul’s story is also typical of people in this group:

After nine years of marriage, I'd never been unfaithful to my wife. Had I had
opportunities? Sure, but I never acted on them because I felt it was wrong. The last
couple of years, however, I had spent a lot of time fantasizing about having an affair
because things weren't going so well in my marriage. Almost by chance, I found a chat
room in which there were others like me with similar feelings about their
relationships. One day—uwell, actually it was about 2:00 in the morning—I began
conversing with a woman and soon found that we had much in common. Our
conversations were fun, interesting, and progressively more sexual. I loved how I felt
after my time online with her—energized, excited, supported, and satisfied.
Eventually, we began having sex online. Was I being unfaithful? I decided I wasn’t
because I wasn't really having actual sex with anyone. We'd never met and I didn’t
even know her real name. Eventually she suggested we meet in person at a hotel for
dinner and sex—which we did. I'd broken the promise I'd made to myself and the
scary thing about it was that it had all been so easy—easy to arrange to meet her
online, easy to meet her in person, and easy to have sex with her. Soon I became
involved with other women, too.

Part of the power of cybersex is that it’s one step removed from reality. Having
thoughts, urges, and fantasies and then acting on them via the Internet seems
different from acting on them in the physical world. On the Net, we are not face-to-
face, literally, with another human being. We can’t look into their eyes, feel their
touch, read their emotions, or in any other way physically interact with them.
Cyber-interactions feel more remote, safer. The “other” is out there somewhere, at
arm’s length. Our computer and the Net feel like some kind of magical place where
everything is safe and secure. We can be whoever we want to be, with no apparent
consequences.

This distance, however, also makes it easier to cross behavior lines that we would
not otherwise violate—something that’s not uncommon for people in this group.
Paul, for example, swore he’d never have an affair, but that is exactly what he was
doing, albeit initially without actual physical contact. People in this group often
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have clear boundaries for their urges or fantasies—until they encounter the cyber-
world, where they feel okay about pushing beyond them. Once that boundary is
stretched or breached, little may be left to control behavior.

Lifelong Sexually Compulsive Group

People in this group have been involved in problematic sexual behavior
throughout most of their lives. They might compulsively masturbate, compulsively
use pornography, practice voyeurism or exhibitionism, or compulsively frequent
strip clubs and prostitutes. For these people, cybersex simply provides a new option
for acting out sexually that fits within their already existing patterns of problematic
behavior.

Karl’s story is typical of people in this group:

As a child, [ was sexually abusive to my younger sister. During adolescence, [
frequently exposed myself to others. This behavior began as a bit of a joke at first. I
would “streak” a sporting event or beach, for example. By this time in my life, I had
already been molesting children, but in a less obvious manner. I'd try to get young girls
t0 sit on my lap and then fondle them—but always under the pretext of trying to help
them off my lap. As a young adult, I got arrested for exposing myself to teenage girls.

[ discovered online sex before most people had even heard of the Internet, because
[ did a lot of computer programming. I looked at a lot of porn online at work since I
couldn’t have magazines like that lying around my office. I spent hours each day in
nudist, exhibitionist, and voyeur sex sites, with a particular preference for nudist sites
with pictures of children.

After cybersex became better known, some of my employers installed monitoring
equipment to stop people from looking at sex sites, but that was never a problem for
me because I was able to thwart any site blockouts or attempts by my company’s tech
information services staff to monitor my online behavior. The truth was that I used
cybersex merely as a stopgap measure while I was at work because I didn't dare
expose myself there. I finally had to enter treatment after I was arrested for exposing
myself to two girls at a health-club swimming pool.

Karl’s story shows the intensity of what it’s like to have an out-of-control sexual
behavior and how it is fueled by accessing online sexually oriented Internet sites.

There are three separate cybersex subgroups within the lifelong sexually
compulsive group. First, there are those people who use the Internet as an additional
way of acting out with the same behaviors they use offline. Someone like Karl, who
exposes himself regularly, can do so now on the Net (using a Web cam) with far less
risk than doing so in public.

A second group of people includes those who see the Internet as a less risky way
of acting out. One client of ours, whom we'll call Samuel, enjoyed frequenting strip
clubs and hustling young women in bars. The Internet offered him the opportunity
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