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Abstract

Few studies of pedophilia or hebephilia have included questions about romantic attraction. We conducted an anonymous
online survey of 306 men who self-reported as sexually attracted to children. The majority (72%) of participants reported they
had fallen in love with a child in their lifetime. Participants reported greater feelings of attachment to children than feelings
of infatuation. Though sexual attraction and falling in love were strongly correlated, they were not synonymous. Participants
who reported pedohebephilia (defined in this study as attraction to prepubescent and pubescent children) were more likely to
have fallen in love with a child than participants who reported pedohebe-ephebophilia (defined as attraction to prepubescent,
pubescent, and post-pubescent minors). Also, participants with an exclusive attraction to children were more likely to have
fallen in love with a child than participants who were equally attracted to children and adults. The results of this study were
consistent with the suggestion of Seto (2012) that pedohebephilia could be considered a form of sexual orientation for age,

which includes both sexual and romantic attraction.
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Introduction
Pedohebephilia as a Sexual Orientation

Seto (2017) proposed that pedohebephilia could be consid-
ered a sexual age orientation, just as homo-, bi-, and het-
erosexuality are considered sexual gender orientations. Seto
(2012, 2017) defined sexual orientation by the principal
aspects of age of onset, stability of attraction, sexual attrac-
tion, and romantic attraction. Support for these four aspects
can be found in, for example, Bailey, Bernhard, and Hsu’s
(2016a) and Bailey, Hsu, and Bernhard’s (2016b) internet
survey of 1102 men with pedohebephilia. Their participants
reported (1) an early age of onset, realizing their attraction
to children at an average age of 14; (2) a persistent, stable
attraction to children over time; (3) a strong sexual attraction

Electronic supplementary material The online version of this
article (https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-019-01579-9) contains
supplementary material, which is available to authorized users.

< Michael C. Seto
michael.seto @theroyal.ca

Royal Ottawa Health Care Group, The Royal’s Institute

of Mental Health Research, 1145 Carling Avenue, Ottawa,
ON K1Z 7K4, Canada

Published online: 21 February 2020

to children (e.g., 25% reported a strong sexual attraction
to prepubescent children, and 35% reported a strong sex-
ual attraction to pubescent children; see also Grundmann,
Krupp, Scherner, Amelung, & Beier, 2016; Schaefer et al.,
2010; Tozdan & Briken, 2015); and (4) a majority (68%)
indicated they had fallen in love with a child at least once in
their lifetime. This last aspect, romantic attraction in pedo-
hebephilia, has received relatively little scientific attention.
This is surprising, given romantic feelings are thought to
be a ubiquitous human experience—at least for teleiophilic
persons (persons attracted to adults; Jankowiak & Fischer,
1992). The present study examined romantic attraction in
persons with pedohebephilia.

Generally, romantic feelings can be distinguished into
two distinct, but not exclusive, categories of infatuation and
attachment. Infatuation is also referred to as “crushes” or
“passionate love.” Infatuation promotes initiating contact and
sexual desire, can be unilateral, and can be accompanied by
feelings of euphoria as well as feelings of insecurity and anxi-
ety (Fisher, Aron, Marshek, Li, & Brown, 2002; Hatfield &
Sprecher, 1986). Attachment is part of romantic or compan-
ionate love, promoting bonding, and a feeling of commitment
(Fisher, 1998; Gonzaga, Turner, Keltner, Campos, & Alte-
mus, 2006). Attachment is generally formed in longer-term,
mutual relationships (Berscheid, 2010). Over the typical
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course of falling in love, individuals will initially experience
high levels of infatuation and low attachment. As romantic
relationships develop, infatuation often, although not neces-
sarily, diminishes while attachment increases (Langeslag,
Muris, & Franken, 2013; Sternberg, 1986). People typically,
although not necessarily, have romantic feelings for the same
category of persons they are sexually attracted to (Diamond,
2003; Savin-Williams & Vrangalova, 2013).

Most research on persons with pedohebephilia has focused
solely on sexual rather than romantic feelings. We know
surprisingly little about the prevalence of romantic feelings
toward children, or adults, in persons with pedohebephilia.
Our current understanding of these experiences is limited
to the studies by Bailey et al. (20164, b), and a few qualita-
tive studies in which persons with pedohebephilia describe
their feelings of romantic attraction to children (Brongersma,
1991; Cash, 2016; Freimond, 2013; Houtepen, Sijtsema, &
Bogaerts, 2016; Li, 1991). Themes of romantic attraction
and falling in love with children are also described in several
content analyses of internet forums for persons with pedo-
hebephilia (Holt, Blevins, & Burkert, 2010; Johnson, 2013;
Malesky & Ennis, 2004).

Sexual Attraction Dimensions and Falling in Love
in Persons with Pedohebephilia

Seto (2017) proposed that sexual orientation exists in a mul-
tidimensional space, wherein we have idiosyncratic sexual
tendencies along different intersecting sexual dimensions
(such as gender, age, or self-other focus). Persons with a
pedohebephilic sexual attraction can be described along three
aspects within this multidimensionality: polymorphism of
age attraction, exclusivity of attraction to children, and gen-
der preference. Mirroring this multidimensional conceptual-
ization of pedohebephilic sexual attraction, we hypothesize
that romantic attraction in persons with pedohebephilia also
differentially intersects with these three aspects. The first
aspect distinguishes individuals who are sexually interested
in only one age/maturity category—prepubescent children
(pedophilia; 11 or younger'), pubescent children (hebephilia;
12 to 14), or adolescents (ephebophilia; 15 to 18)—from
individuals who are interested in multiple age/maturity cat-
egories. More than 60% of Bailey et al.’s (2016b) participants
with pedophilia and hebephilia reported attractions to multi-
ple age categories. Polymorphic age preference may be more
common than monomorphic age preferences (Blanchard
et al., 2012; Stephens, Cantor, Goodwill, & Seto, 2017). We

! Chronophilias (paraphilias regarding different age/maturity catego-
ries; Seto, 2012) are defined in terms of the Tanner (1990) stages of
physical maturation, but physical maturation is rarely known, so age is
used as a proxy instead.
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hypothesized that persons with a monomorphic pedohebe-
philic attraction to children may be more likely to fall in love
with children than persons with polymorphic pedohebephilic
attractions, because persons with polymorphic attractions can
also fall in love with post-pubescent teenagers.

The next aspect distinguishes individuals who are exclu-
sively attracted to children from those who are attracted to
both children and adults. The range of exclusive pedophilic
attraction differs across samples and settings. Estimates for
exclusive pedophilic attraction range from 7% (Bailey et al.,
2016b) to 34% (Beier et al., 2015). Men with hebephilia may
be more likely to be non-exclusively attracted to children than
men with pedophilia (Stephens, 2012). We hypothesize that
persons with pedohebephilia who are exclusively attracted
to children are more likely to fall in love with a child than
persons who are also attracted to adults.

The last aspect concerns gender preference. Exclusive
heterosexuality is much more prevalent than bisexuality in
men with teleiophilia (sexual attraction to adults), which in
turn is more prevalent than exclusive homosexuality (Savin-
Williams & Vrangalova, 2013; Seto, 2017). An estimated 2
to 4% of teleiophilic men prefer men (Hall & Hall, 2007).
Conversely, an estimated 9 to 40% of men with pedohebe-
philia have a preferential attraction to boys (Hall & Hall,
2007). Moreover, persons with pedophilia may distinguish
less between boys and girls than persons with teleiophilia
distinguish between men and women because prepubescent
boys and girls are more similar in size and shape than their
adult counterparts (Blanchard et al., 2009; Schaefer et al.,
2010; Seto, 2012). Qualitative studies of persons with pedo-
hebephilia suggest that attraction to boys is often accompa-
nied by romantic feelings (e.g., Brongersma, 1991; Li, 1991);
therefore, we hypothesize that persons with pedohebephilia
who are attracted to boys exclusively or both boys and girls
are more likely to have fallen in love with a child than those
who are attracted to girls exclusively.

Romantic Attraction and Sexual Offending

Bailey et al. (2016a) found a significant association between
reporting having fallen in love with a child and admitting
to sexual offense(s) against a child, that were known to the
justice system. In their sample, 8% of men who had not fallen
in love with a child had committed a sexual offense against a
child, versus 26% of men who had fallen in love with a child
(Odds Ratio [OR]=1.57,95% CI [1.33, 1.87]). This does not
mean romantic attraction to a child necessarily increases risk
of sexual offending against a child. First, not all individuals
who have sexually offended against a child have pedohebe-
philia, and not all persons with pedohebephilia have sexually
offended against a child (Seto, 2018). Second, some people
have sexual or romantic interactions with people whose gen-
der does not match their gender preference, and others never
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engage in sexual or romantic interactions with people of the
gender they prefer (Diamond, 2003). It does, however, sug-
gest that romantic attraction may be relevant to our under-
standing of sexual offending against children. Individuals
who are both sexually and romantically attracted to children
may differ in their risk to sexually offend against children
and in their response to treatment or supervision compared
to individuals who are sexually or romantically or not at all
attracted to children.

The Current Study

The current study examines the prevalence and associations
of falling in love with children in men with pedohebephilia
recruited over the internet. We predicted that sexual attraction
and falling in love would be highly correlated, though some
participants may report sexual attraction without falling in
love or vice versa (Diamond, 2003; Houtepen et al., 2016;
Li, 1991; Savin-Williams & Vrangalova, 2013; Seto, 2012,
2017). As attachment is hypothesized to form in mutual,
longer-term romantic relationships (Langeslag et al., 2013),
and we expected that at least some persons with romantic
feelings for children would not have engaged in ongoing
interactions with a child, we hypothesized that participants
would report more feelings of infatuation than attachment to
children. We hypothesized that participants who are mono-
morphically attracted to children, who report an exclusive
attraction to children, or who are sexually attracted to boys
are more likely to have fallen in love with a child than par-
ticipants attracted to, respectively, polymorphic minor age
categories, with a non-exclusive attraction or children, or
exclusive attraction to girls. Finally, due to its potential clini-
cal and forensic significance, we also examined whether fall-
ing in love with children was related to self-reported sexual
offending against children.

Method
Participants

We began with 492 respondents to the survey. The data from
306 men were used for analyses. Of the 186 participants who
were excluded from analyses, 48 (25.8%) withdrew from
the study; 43 (23.1%) participants identified as non-male, 9
(4.8%) preferred not to answer what gender they identified
as, and 29 (15.6%) had missing data on their gender identity;
29 (15.6%) indicated a higher attraction to adults relative to
children, and 24 (12.9%) had missing data on their relative
attraction to children and adults; 23 (12.4%) did not pass,
and 25 (13.4%) had missing data on our validity questions
suggesting inattentive responding; 16 (8.6%) did not indicate
they were 18 or older, 4 (2.2%) did not pass our age-check

(i.e., we ask about age twice and these individuals did not
provide the same response), 25 (15.0%) had missing data
on their age; and 15 (8.1%) were removed because of the
disparity in quality of the interface and the dissatisfaction of
participants with the security of Globaleaks.? The total does
not add up to 100% as participants could have been excluded
for multiple reasons. More information about participants
with missing data and the validity check can be found in the
Supplemental Material.

Descriptive information of the sample (n =306) can
be found in Table 1. Most participants were younger than
40 years of age (68.0%), white (85.6%), had post-secondary
education (74.7%), and 76.8% were not in a relationship (i.e.,
single, separated, divorced, widowed, or never in a relation-
ship). In total, 293/306 (95.8%) participants answered ques-
tions regarding their history of being arrested, charged, or
convicted of an offense. Of these participants, 59 (20.1%)
reported having any (sexual and/or non-sexual) offense his-
tory. In terms of sexual offense history, 45 (15.4%) reported
having been arrested, charged or convicted of sexual offenses;
18 (6.1%) of sexual contact offenses; 32 (10.9%) of child
sexual exploitation material (CSEM) offenses (legally
known in Canada and the U.S. as child pornography); and 3
(1.0%) of sexual non-contact offenses (not including CSEM
offenses). Less than half of participants (42.7%) indicated
they come into contact with non-familial children at least
once a week. We also asked participants to choose, from
a list of options, what identity label(s) they endorsed. We
felt it was appropriate to include response options such as
pedophile and hebephile as these terms are frequently used
on online forums, even though these terms are not consistent
with American Psychological Association guidelines regard-
ing person-centered language. The most endorsed terms were
child lover (51.6%), pedophile (51.0%), and Minor Attracted
Person (40.2%). The total does not add up to 100% as partici-
pants could have chosen multiple answers.

Measures

The survey asked questions about demographic character-
istics, romantic and sexual attraction indicators, and ques-
tions about infatuation and attachment. Questions regarding
romantic and sexual attraction were mandatory and were

2 We attempted a trial survey using Tor (The Onion Router; https:/
www.torproject.org/), using the Globaleaks platform (https:/www.
globaleaks.org/)—however, participants perceived several security
issues with the Globaleaks platform (see, e.g., Abbott, Lai, Lieberman,
& Priece, 2007). Furthermore, this interface did not allow for condi-
tional logic, and thus required participants to view all questions rather
than those applicable to their responses. This may have contributed to
low participation rates (N=15) and possible biases. As such, we dis-
continued the Tor version of the survey and removed these participants
from analyses.
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Table 1 Demographic information

Variables n (%)

Age (in years) (n=306) 18-24 75 (24.5%)
25-29 50 (16.3%)
30-39 83 (27.1%)
40-49 42 (13.7%)
50-59 38 (12.4%)
60—-69 15 (4.9%)
70+ 3(1.0%)

Ethnicity (n=284) White 243 (85.6%)
Black 5 (1.8%)
Hispanic/Latino 18 (6.3%)
South-East Asian 2 (0.7%)
Indigenous/Aboriginal 2 (0.7%)
Multiple ethnicities 14 (4.9%)

Education (n=288) Primary school 1(0.3%)
High school 72 (25.0%)
Community college 57 (19.8%)
BA/Undergraduate degree 101 (35.1%)
MA/Graduate degree 57 (19.8%)

Employment (n=275) Unemployed 32 (11.6%)
Part-time employment (<37.5 h/w) 34 (12.4%)
Full-time employment (>37.5 h/w) 144 (52.4%)
Student 49 (17.8%)
Retired 16 (5.8%)

Relationship (n=302)

Offenses (arrested, charged, or convicted) (n=293)*

Frequency of contact with non-familial children (n=297)

I have never been in a relationship

Currently single

100 (33.1%)
111 (36.8%)

Relationship (living separately) 22 (7.3%)
Relationship (living together) 12 (4.0%)
Married/Common-law 36 (11.9%)
Separated 8 (2.6%)
Divorced 11 (3.6%)
Widowed 2 (0.7%)
No offense history 234 (79.9%)
Any offense history 59 (20.1%)
Property offense, such as theft 13 (4.4%)
Offense against a person, such as assault 6 (2.0%)
Any sexual offense history 45 (15.4%)
Contact sexual offense 18 (6.1%)
Child sexual exploitation material offense 32 (10.9%)
Other non-contact sexual offense (e.g., voyeurism) 3 (1.0%)
Never 67 (22.6%)
Less often than once a year 28 (9.4%)
Less often than once every six months 17 (5.7%)
Less often than once a month 31 (10.4%)
Once a month 15 (5.1%)
Once every two weeks 12 (4.0%)
Once a week 39 (13.1%)
Several times a week 44 (14.8%)
Daily 30 (10.1%)
More often than daily 14 (4.7%)
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Table 1 (continued)

Variables n (%)

Identity label (n= 306)° Person with pedophilia 65 (21.2%)
Pedophile 156 (51.0%)
Person with hebephilia 17 (5.6%)
Hebephile 50 (16.3%)
Person with pedohebephilia 13 (4.2%)
Pedohebephile 30 (9.8%)
Minor Attracted Person 123 (40.2%)
Minor Attracted Adult 37 (12.1%)
Child lover (boy lover, girl lover) 158 (51.6%)
Other® 20 (6.5%)

Time spent on online forums (n=292) Less than an hour a month 44 (15.1%)
An hour a month 20 (6.8%)
An hour every two weeks 24 (8.2%)
An hour every week 39 (13.4%)
Several hours every week 72 (24.7%)
An hour every day 46 (15.8%)
2-4 h every day 29 (9.9%)
4 to 8 h every day 14 (4.8%)
> 8 h every day 4 (1.4%)

Total n fluctuates due to missing data or participants opting to not answer questions

BA bachelor’s degree, MA master’s degree

aThe 293 participants provided a total of 306 responses, because they could select more than one answer. The percentages therefore add up to

more than 100%

>The 306 participants provided a total of 669 responses, because they could select more than one label. The percentages therefore add up to more

than 100%

“Open ended answers included answers such as achronophilia, asexual biromantic, babyqueer, gay boylover, nepiophile, normal, pederast, and
paedo (non-exhaustive list). Several participants (n = 5) mentioned choosing not to label their attraction

answered by 306 participants. If participants reported hav-
ing fallen in love with a child (n=219/306; 71.6%), they were
also presented with questions about infatuation and attach-
ment (n=206/219; 94.1% of participants who had fallen in
love with a child completed all of the questions about infatu-
ation and attachment). The measures will be described below.

Demographics

We asked participants a series of questions regarding their
age, ethnicity, education level, current employment status,
current relationship status, official offense history (general
and sexual offenses), frequency of contact with non-familial
children, identity label, website of participant recruitment,
and time spent on online forums. The survey was available
in English only. Answering demographic questions (except

age and identity label) was optional in order to let partici-

pants determine their own level of privacy.

Romantic Attraction

We asked participants two questions about romantic attrac-
tion: (1) “Have you ever fallen in love with a child that was
14 or younger while you were 18 or older at that time?”” and
(2) “Have you ever fallen in love with an adult (someone who
is 18 or older)?”

Infatuation and Attachment
We asked participants who had indicated they had fallen

in love with a child a number of follow-up questions about
infatuation and attachment, adapted from the Infatuation and
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Attachment Scale (IAS; see Langeslag et al., 2013 for the
scale development). The IAS can be administered regard-
less of reciprocity of these feelings (Langeslag et al., 2013).
We asked participants to keep a child in mind whom they
had fallen in love with when answering these questions. The
questionnaire was designed to measure feelings of infatu-
ation (e.g., “I get shaky knees when I am close to...”) or
attachment (e.g., “I feel deeply connected to...”). The IAS
was modified to reflect a relationship between an adult and
a child by excluding questions that were age-dependent,
such as whether they wanted to get married or have children
together. The IAS is rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 =1
strongly disagree, 7T=1 strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha
showed the scales had acceptable internal consistency for
Infatuation to children (a¢=0.76) and Attachment to children
(«=0.87) in our study.

Attraction Indicators

We asked participants to rate their sexual attraction to chil-
dren relative to adults on a scale of 1 to 7 (1 =exclusively
attracted to children, 4 = equally attracted to children and
adults, T=exclusively attracted to adults). We also asked par-
ticipants to rate their attraction to boys relative to girls on a
scale from 1 to 7 (1 = exclusively attracted to boys, 4 = equally
attracted to boys and girls, 7T = exclusively attracted to girls).
Subsequently, we asked participants to rate their degree of
attraction to boys and/or girls (depending on their indicated
interest in boys, girls, or both) on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 =not
attractive at all, 5 =very attractive) in the age ranges of 0 to
3,4t07,8to 11, 12 to 14, and 15 to 18. We defined pedo-
philia as those with a sexual interest in children aged O to
11 and hebephilia as those with a sexual interest in children
aged 12 to 14, recognizing that age is an imperfect proxy of
pubertal status.

Procedure

The study advertised for persons attracted to children 14 or
younger on multiple internet forums from December 2017
to March 2018. After clicking on the link to the anonymous
online survey and giving informed consent, participants
proceeded to the questionnaire. Unlike the survey by Bailey
et al. (20164, b), who recruited participants mainly through
two forums (B4U-Act and Virtuous Pedophiles), we included
ten online forums (list available upon request). Some forums
were found through online searches and others were referred
to us through forums we contacted about recruitment. Some
of these forums take an explicit stance against child—adult
sexual contact, but most of the forums do not take an explicit
pro- or anti-contact stance. The survey was also cross-posted
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by participants on Discord chat channels and other-language
forums. Moderators of several forums reviewed the question-
naire before allowing it to be posted, but no changes were
requested. Most participants (70.0%) indicated they spend at
least an hour per week on online forums for persons attracted
to children. The questionnaire was hosted on Checkbox, a
platform that does not track Internet Protocol (IP) addresses,
to provide participants more assurance of anonymity, and was
hosted on a server owned by the research group.

Results
Falling in Love, Infatuation, and Attachment

The majority of our sample (71.6%; n=219/306) reported
having fallen in love with a child who was 14 or younger
when the participants themselves were 18 or older. Over
half of the participants (55.6%; n=170/306) reported hav-
ing fallen in love with an adult (someone who was 18 or
older). Significantly more participants had fallen in love with
a child than with an adult, #(305)=4.15, p <.001, Cohen’s
d=0.24,95% CI [0.12, 0.35]. Participants who had fallen in
love with a child reported significantly greater feelings of
attachment to children than feelings of infatuation to children,
#205)=9.08, p<.001,d=0.63,95% CI [0.48, 0.78].

Sexual Attraction Patterns and Falling in Love
with Children

Age Attraction Polymorphism

We categorized participants by degree of age range attrac-
tion polymorphism. Most participants (91.5%; n=280/306)
were assigned to one of the following three groups: par-
ticipants attracted maximally (i.e., rating of 5 out of 5) to
age 11 or younger (pedophilia; 25.2%, n="77), participants
attracted maximally to age 11 or younger and age 12 to 14
(pedohebephilia; 39.9%, n=122), and participants attracted
maximally to ages 11 or younger, 12 to 14, and 15 to 18
(pedohebe-ephebophilia; 26.5%, n=_81). The remaining 8.5%
(n=26) participants could be classified as having exclusive
maximal attraction to ages 12 to 14 (i.e., exclusively hebe-
philic; n=6); exclusive maximal attraction to ages 15 to 18
(exclusively ephebophilic; n = 1); maximal attraction to ages
12 to 14 as well as 15 to 18 (hebe-ephebophilic; n=17); and
maximal attraction to the ages 11 or younger as well as 15
to 18 (pedo-ephebophilic; n=2). To facilitate meaningful
comparisons with enough statistical power, the remaining
analyses regarding age attraction are based on the sample
of 280 participants who could be classified into the pedo-
philia, pedohebephilia, or pedohebe-ephebophilia preference
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Table 2 Falling in love with

% (n) having fallen in OR [95% CI]

love with a child

. . Grouping
a child for age attraction
polymorphism (n=280),
exclusivity (n=306), gender Pedophilia®
preferences (n=306), and .-
Pedohebephilia

offense history (n=293)
Pedohebe-ephebophilia

Pedohebe-ephebophilia®
Pedohebephilia

Exclusively attracted to children®

Strongly attracted to children

Preferentially attracted to children

Equally attracted to children and adults

71.4% (n=55/77)
81.1% (n=99/122)
61.7% (n=50/81)

1.72 [0.88, 3.37]
0.65[0.33, 1.26]

2.67 [1.41, 5.05]
78.1% (n=>50/64)
73.1% (n=95/130)
74.3% (n=52/70)
52.4% (n=22/42)

0.76 [0.37, 1.54]
0.81 [0.36, 1.80]
0.31 [0.13, 0.72]

Equally attracted to children and adults®

Strongly attracted to children

Preferentially attracted to children

Boy-attracted®
Boy-and-girl-attracted
Girl-attracted

Girl-attracted”
Boy-and-girl-attracted

Never arrested, charged, or convicted of a sexual offense®

Arrested, charged, or convicted of a sexual offense

2.47 [1.20, 5.06]
2.63 [1.17, 5.90]
74.4% (n=61/82)
70.3% (n=104/148)
71.1% (n=>54/76)

0.81[0.44, 1.50]
0.85[0.42, 1.70]

0.96 [0.52, 1.77]
69.4% (n=172/248)

82.2% (n=37/45) 2.04 [0.91, 4.60]

Bolded values indicate that the group differences were statistically significant, p <.05. Attraction to chil-
dren rated from 1 to 4, where 1 = exclusively attracted to children; 2 = strongly attracted to children;
3 = preferentially attracted to children; and 4 = equally attracted to children and adults. Sexual offense
defined as a history of being arrested, charged, or convicted of contact sexual offenses, child sexual exploi-
tation material offenses, or non-contact sexual offenses, such as voyeurism

“Denotes the reference category used for the odds ratio calculation

categories. More information about attraction ratings can be
found in the Supplemental Material.

Falling in Love with a Child and Age Attraction
Polymorphism

Across age category preference, prevalence of having fallen
in love with a child was high (ranging from 61.7 to 81.1%,
see Table 2). Participants with a pedohebephilic attrac-
tion had 2.67 times greater odds (95% CI [1.41, 5.05]) of
having fallen in love with a child than participants with a
pedohebe-ephebophilic preference. We found no statisti-
cally significant differences in having fallen in love with a
child between participants with a pedophilic and a pedo-
hebephilic preference (OR =1.72, 95% CI [0.88, 3.37]),
or between participants with a pedophilic and a pedohebe-
ephebophilic preference (OR =0.65 [0.33, 1.26]).
Infatuation and attachment scores for participants with
a pedophilic, pedohebephilic, and pedohebe-ephebophilic
preference can be found in Table 3. There were no sta-
tistically significant differences between participants with
a pedophilic, pedohebephilic, or pedohebe-ephebophilic

preference in their feelings of infatuation to children (F[2,
189]=1.38, p=.255). There were statistically significant
differences across age attraction for reported attachment
to children, F(2, 189)=3.10, p=.047. Participants with a
pedohebephilic preference reported greater attachment to
children than participants with a pedohebe-ephebophilic
preference, d=0.43,95% CI1[0.07, 0.78].

Exclusivity

Approximately one fifth of the participants (20.9%;
n=064/306) reported they were exclusively attracted to chil-
dren (i.e., rated 1 out of 4, with 1 =exclusively attracted to
children, and 4 =equally attracted to children and adults).
The largest group of non-exclusive individuals was strongly
attracted to children compared to adults, but still had some
attraction to adults (rated 2 out of 4; 42.5%; n=130/306).
Another quarter was preferentially attracted to children
compared to adults (rated 3 out of 4; 22.9%, n="70/306),
and the smallest group (13.7%; n =42/306) was equally
attracted to children and adults (rated 4 out of 4).
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Table 3 Mean ratings of
infatuation and attachment
to children by age attraction
polymorphism (n=192),

exclusivity (n=206), gender
preferences (n=206), and
offense history (n=197)

Infatuation to Attachment
children to children
M (SD) M (SD)
Overall (n=206)* 3.6 (1.5) 4.8 (1.6)
Age attraction polymorphism
Pedophilia (n=53) 3.4 (1.5) 4.9 (1.6)
Pedohebephilia (n=92) 3.8(1.4) 5.0 (1.6)
Pedohebe-ephebophilia (n=47) 3.5(1.4) 4.3 (1.7)
Exclusivity
Exclusively attracted to children (n =49) 3.7 (1.6) 5.1 (1.6)
Strongly attracted to children compared to adults (n =90) 3.7(1.4) 4.8 (1.6)
Preferentially attracted to children compared to adults (n=48) 3.5(1.4) 4.6 (1.6)
Equally attracted to children and adults (n=19) 3.5(1.5) 4.2 (1.5)
Gender preferences
Boy-attracted (n=58) 3.6 (1.5) 5.1(1.4)
Boy-and-girl-attracted (n=99) 3.7(1.4) 4.6 (1.6)
Girl-attracted (n=49) 3.4 (1.6) 4.7 (1.7)
Sexual offense history®
Never arrested, charged, or convicted (n=161) 3.7(1.4) 4.8 (1.6)
Arrested, charged, or convicted (n=36) 3.5(1.5) 4.7 (1.7)

Attraction to children rated from 1 to 4, where 1 = exclusively attracted to children; 2 = strongly attracted
to children; 3 = preferentially attracted to children; and 4 = equally attracted to children and adults

4Questions about infatuation and attachment were answered by n = 206/219 (94.1%) participants who
reported having fallen in love with a child

bSexual offense defined as a history of being arrested, charged, or convicted of contact sexual offenses,
child sexual exploitation material offenses, or non-contact sexual offenses, such as voyeurism

Falling in Love with a Child and Exclusivity

Across exclusivity groupings, 52.4% to 78.1% of partici-
pants had fallen in love with a child (see Table 2). Compared
to participants who were exclusively attracted to children,
participants who were attracted to both children and adults
equally had significantly lower odds to have fallen in love
with a child (OR =0.31, 95% CI[0.13, 0.72]). There were
no statistically significant differences in rates of falling in
love between participants exclusively attracted to children
and participants strongly attracted to children (OR =0.76,
95% CI[0.37, 1.54]) or preferentially attracted to children
(OR=0.81,95% CI[0.36, 1.80]). As noted earlier, those who
indicated a preferential attraction to adults relative to chil-
dren were excluded from the overall analysis as this research
concerns persons equally or preferentially attracted to chil-
dren. However, of the participants who adhered to our other
inclusion criteria and who reported a preferential attraction
to adults (n=19), seven participants (36.8%) reported hav-
ing fallen in love with a child. These participants had sig-
nificantly lower odds to have fallen in love with a child than
participants exclusively attracted to children (OR =0.16, 95%
CI[0.05, 0.49]). There were no statistically significant differ-
ences across range of exclusivity for feelings of infatuation to
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children (F[3,202]=0.25, p=.865) or attachment to children
(F[3,202]=1.70, p=.168; see Table 3).

Gender Preference

A quarter of the participants were exclusively boy-attracted
(26.8%, n=282/306), half were boy-and-girl-attracted (48.4%;
n=148/306), and another quarter were exclusively girl-
attracted (24.8%, n="76/306).

Falling in Love with a Child and Gender Preference

Across the gender preference groupings, 70.3% to 74.4%
of participants had fallen in love with a child (see Table 2).
There were no statistically significant differences on rates
of having fallen in love with a child between boy-attracted
and boy-and-girl-attracted participants (OR =0.81, 95% CI
[0.44, 1.50]) or between boy-attracted and girl-attracted par-
ticipants (OR=0.85, 95% CI [0.42, 1.70]). As can be seen
in Table 3, there were no statistically significant differences
across gender preference for feelings of infatuation to chil-
dren (F[2, 203]=0.74, p=.477) or attachment to children
(F[2,203]=1.60, p=.205).
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Sexual Offenses

To increase statistical power, we combined participants who
admitted to a history of being arrested, charged, or convicted
of sexual contact offenses (6.1%; n=18/293), CSEM offenses
(10.9%; n = 32/293), and non-contact sexual offenses, such
as voyeurism (1.0%; n = 3/293) into one group (15.4%;
n =45/293). Six individuals reported more than one type of
sexual offense, for example, admitting to histories of both
contact and CSEM offending. In total, 69.4% (n=172/248)
of participants who had never committed a sexual offense
had fallen in love with a child, and 82.2% (n=37/45) of par-
ticipants who had committed any sexual offense had fallen
in love with a child. The association between having fallen in
love with a child and having committed a sexual offense was
not statistically significant (OR =2.04, 95% CI [0.91, 4.60],
see Table 2).° There were no statistically significant differ-
ences between participants who had or had not committed
a sexual offense and reported feelings of infatuation to chil-
dren (#(195)=0.46, p=.644,d=0.14,95% CI [-0.22, 0.50])
or attachment to children (#(195)=0.42, p=.679, d=0.06
[—0.30, 0.42)), see Table 3.

Discussion

Consistent with our hypotheses, we found a high prevalence
of falling in love with children aged 14 and younger in men
with a sexual interest in children. We also found differen-
tial relations of falling in love across age polymorphism and
exclusivity of sexual attraction to children. Each of these key
findings is discussed in more detail next.

Falling in Love with a Child

Seventy-two percent of the participants reported having
fallen in love with a child who was 14 or younger, while
being 18 or older themselves. We found that sexual attraction
and falling in love were associated but not synonymous. Age
range attraction was related to falling in love with a child, as
more participants with pedohebephilic age preferences had
fallen in love with a child than participants with pedohebe-
ephebophilic age preferences. As hypothesized, persons with
an exclusive interest in children had greater odds to have
fallen in love with a child compared to participants equally
attracted to children and adults. Contrary to our hypothesis,
gender preference was not related to having fallen in love with

3 The association between having fallen in love with a child and having
committed a sexual offense was reduced and continued not to reach the
statistical significance threshold (p <.05) after controlling for the age
of participants (AOR =1.94,95% CI [0.84, 4.51)).

a child. While this study recruited persons attracted to chil-
dren specifically, a slight majority of the participants (56%)
indicated they had fallen in love with an adult. Additionally,
a minority (37%) of participants preferentially attracted to
adults had fallen in love with a child. We did not ask questions
about sexual history involving adults in this study.

Having fallen in love with a child across attraction aspects
was common (between 52 and 81% of the sample). The over-
all prevalence, irrespective of age preference, exclusivity, or
gender preference was 72%. This rate is similar to the preva-
lence of 68% reported in Bailey et al.’s (2016a) study; these
authors did not further distinguish by age preference, exclu-
sivity, or gender preference. Seto (2012, 2017) defined sexual
orientation by four principal aspects: early age of onset, per-
sistence over time, sexual attraction, and romantic attraction.
The high prevalence of experiences of having fallen in love
with children in this sample adds evidence to Seto’s (2012,
2017) idea that pedohebephilia could be considered a sexual
age orientation, given romantic attraction was one of the four
aspects discussed.

We also asked questions about infatuation and attachment
to children for those who reported falling in love with a child.
Interestingly, participants reported stronger attachment than
infatuation for children, even though attachment is expected
to form in longer-term, mutual relationships—at least, in
adult romantic relationships (Langeslag et al., 2013). We
did not ask participants about ongoing social, romantic, or
sexual interactions with children, and thus cannot empirically
examine this finding further. Some research (e.g., Geradt,
Jahnke, Heinz, & Hoyer, 2018) indicates that some persons
with pedohebephilia have frequent (non-romantic/non-sex-
ual) social interactions with children, in which feelings of
attachment may develop (Berscheid, 2010). Alternatively,
initial feelings of infatuation for a child may wane or change
to feelings of attachment, similar to how romantic feelings
change over time in teleiophilic persons (Sternberg, 1986).
This attachment may also reflect emotional congruence with
children, a complex construct referring to an emotional and
social affinity for children compared to adults (McPhail,
2010). Emotional congruence with children is positively
associated with sexual interest in children as well as sexual
recidivism among individuals who have sexually offended
against children (Hermann, McPhail, Helmus, & Hanson,
2017; McPhail, Hermann, & Fernandez, 2014; McPhail,
Hermann, & Nunes, 2013). There were mostly no statisti-
cally significant relationships between infatuation and attach-
ment with minor age attraction polymorphism, exclusivity of
attraction to children, gender preferences, or sexual offense
history: the exception was that individuals with pedohebe-
philic attractions reported more attachment to children than
those with pedohebe-ephebophilic attractions.
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Polymorphism, Exclusivity of Attraction,
and Gender Preference

Attraction to polymorphic maturity categories (73%) and
non-exclusivity (79%) of attraction to children were common
in our sample. All of the participants indicated at least some
attraction to age categories adjacent to their primary attrac-
tion, in line with the sexual gradient hypothesis (e.g., Seto,
Lalumiere, & Kurban, 1999) and previous work by Bailey
et al. (2016b) and Stephens et al. (2017).

The largest proportion of participants reported pedo-
hebephilia, followed by pedohebe-ephebophilia, and then
pedophilia. These results are consistent with a new study by
Stephens, Seto, Cantor, and Lalumiere (2019) that examined
the relationship between a behavioral measure of pedophilia
and genital responding to sexual stimuli, and found that
pedohebephilia was more common than hebephilia, whereas
pedophilia was rare. These data suggest that monomorphic
attraction to any child category may be the exception rather
than the rule. While the majority of participants were non-
exclusively attracted to children, only two participants were
pedo-ephebophilic, even though some teens aged 15 to 18
can look similar to adults (Tanner, 1990).

Attraction to boys was relatively common in this sam-
ple, with 27% of the participants preferring boys and 48%
being attracted to both boys and girls. Seto (2018) noted that
other anonymous online surveys also find a preponderance of
boy-attracted participants, even though clinical and criminal
justice samples are predominantly composed of individuals
who report attraction to girls or have offended against girls.
This suggests there may be a strong selection bias in terms
of who joins online forums, with boy-attracted individuals
being relatively more likely to join than girl-attracted indi-
viduals. Alternatively, or in addition, there is a selection bias
in clinical and criminal justice referrals, where individuals
who are attracted to girls or who have offended against girls
are more likely to be seen.

Association with Sexual Offending

The effect size in this study between having fallen in love
with a child and admission of a sexual offense was larger in
magnitude (OR =2.04) than the effect reported by Bailey
etal.’s (2016a) study (OR =1.57). This effect was not statis-
tically significant in this study, but the Bailey et al. (2016a)
study had a sample size that was three times larger and thus
had more statistical power. Our results suggest that individu-
als with pedohebephilia with no romantic attraction to chil-
dren may have a better prognosis in terms of later sexual
offending than those with a romantic attraction to children.
Neither this study nor Bailey et al.’s (2016a) study inves-
tigated whether participants had ever committed a sexual
offense against a child they were in love with, or whether

@ Springer

romantic attraction predicted future sexual behavior involv-
ing children. More research, especially prospective studies,
is required to understand how romantic attraction to children
may relate to both sexual and non-sexual behavior involv-
ing children. For example, we may find that individuals who
believe adult—child sex does not inherently cause harm are
more likely to seek sexual behavior with children they have
fallen in love with; others who believe sexual behavior with
children is harmful for the child may be less likely to seek
sexual behavior with children they are in love with. Studies
using prospective, longitudinal design would also be required
to ascertain the extent to which falling in love with a child
predicts future sexual offending against a child.

Strengths and Limitations
Interpretation of “Falling in Love”

To operationalize romantic attraction, we used a question
about “having fallen in love with a child aged 14 or younger.”
We assumed most participants would have an intuitive inter-
pretation of the concept of “falling in love.” Considering
falling in love is an intense form of romantic attraction (Dia-
mond, 2003), participants with some romantic attraction to
children might have answered negatively when asked if they
ever had fallen in love with a child. Consequently, they would
not have been asked about infatuation and attachment. The
wording of our question about falling in love also meant that
we could not examine whether sexual and romantic attrac-
tion occur together for the same child. For example, some-
one could have reported sexual attraction to prepubescent
children exclusively but could have endorsed having fallen
in love with a young adolescent given the framing of the
questions.

Is the result that 72% of our sample has fallen in love
with a child high, low, or comparable to general populations?
What about compared to sexual and romantic preference
minority groups? Studies sampling the general population
about falling in love report widely differing ranges of preva-
lence, ranging from 55% up to 98% (Aron, Dutton, Aron,
& Iverson, 1989; Bowker, Spencer, Thomas, & Gyoerkoe,
2012; Riela et al., 2017; Sprecher et al., 1994). Some other
studies report that people fall in love multiple times in their
lifetime (Galperin & Haselton, 2010; Riela, Rodrigues, Aron,
Xu, & Acevedo, 2010). These studies also differ in their defi-
nition of love, include different participant age ranges (high
school to adulthood), and are prone to self-selecting bias by
excluding participants who have never fallen in love or never
had a relationship. Further, much research on romantic love
has exclusively focused on heterosexual people or couples
(Thorne, Hegarty, & Hepper, 2019), or equate sexual behav-
ior with romantic attraction (Diamond, 2003). Additionally,
the prevalence of falling in love in our sample should be
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interpreted in the light of an absence of societally accepted
ways to form romantic or sexual relationships with children.
We can experience strong feelings of love for a person even
when that love is unrequited (Bringle, Winnick, & Rydell,
2013), but it is plausible that (perceived) bidirectionality
would have an influence on the formation and experience
of romantic feelings. Even so, 37% of participants with a
preferential attraction to adults did report having fallen in
love with a child, further illustrating the complex interactions
between preference and availability of sexually attractive per-
sons. Future studies could aim to include comparison groups,
ideally also including other sexual and romantic preference
minority groups, to investigate comparative prevalence of
experiences of falling in love and the impact of societal con-
straints on romantic feelings.

As we specifically did not want to include questions about
ongoing social, romantic, or sexual behaviors with children,
we asked participants about their current feelings about a
child they had fallen in love with in their lifetime, which
potentially could have occurred days, weeks, or even years
ago. Their current feelings about this child may reflect ini-
tial intense feelings of love that have waned, or the devel-
opment from infatuation to attachment over time. Unfortu-
nately, we could not check for time-effects on these feelings.
In hindsight, asking participants to rate romantic attraction
the same way as sexual attraction may have mitigated delin-
eating between “romantic attraction” and “falling in love”
and effects of time. It will also be interesting to examine
how romantic attraction to children more broadly—not
only having fallen in love—may relate to sexual and non-
sexual behavior. For example, do people who report only
sexual attraction to children differ from those who report
only romantic attraction to children? What are the differ-
ences between romantic attraction, a crush or infatuation, and
falling in love with a child in persons with pedohebephilia?
Future research to pursue this line of research should use
better measurement of romantic attraction and what it means
to fall in love.

Internet Recruitment

This is one of a growing number of online survey studies with
non-incarcerated persons with pedohebephilia. While it is
difficult to ensure participants are paying attention to internet
surveys, rates of inconsistent responding (12%) and drop-
out (26%) were typical of online surveys (Hoerger, 2010;
Meade & Craig, 2012). This specific group of participants is
(understandably) wary about detection (Jahnke, Imhoff, &
Hoyer, 2015). We did not include questions about offending
behavior that was not already known by the justice system to
reduce participant concern about detection.

Research via the Internet has the important advantage of
being able to provide increased security to participants. One

of the strengths of this study is that we prioritized providing
security measures to ensure safety and anonymity of the par-
ticipants. We hosted the survey on Checkbox, which does not
require running JavaScript, thus making it accessible on the
most secure setting on Tor (The Onion Router; https://www.
torproject.org/), and it can be set to not log IP addresses,
which potentially could be used to locate someone. Check-
box was hosted on a server owned by the research group to
ensure physical control of the data. Regardless, no internet
survey to date can provide a 100% guarantee of anonym-
ity. In order to bolster security even more, we attempted a
trial survey hosted on Tor using the platform of Globaleaks.
Unfortunately, safety measures on Globaleaks were deemed
unsatisfactory by many participants, and consequently host-
ing via Globaleaks was discontinued. If researchers continue
to conduct internet-based surveys with safety-conscious
participants, especially in light of increasing knowledge and
concerns around privacy, future initiatives should be devel-
oped to make Tor-based or other highly secure survey hosting
platforms available.

Self-Report

The current study was based on self-report and so could be
vulnerable to socially desirable responding. For example,
some participants may have reported falling in love with a
child, even if they never had, because they might have seen
this as more positive than reporting sexual attraction to chil-
dren only. At the same time, participants in this research had
a self-identified interest in children, with no apparent value in
lying about their sexual or romantic interests, unlike in stud-
ies with clinical or forensic samples where there are poten-
tially serious consequences of such admissions (Hanson &
Morton-Bourgon, 2005; Jahnke et al., 2015). We believe that
the security precautions we took mitigated socially desirable
responding, but future studies could employ other measures
to cross-validate answers.

Sexual Offenses

Although it is a reasonable inference to make, due to the
wording of the questions in the survey asking about sexual
offenses, we cannot identify whether participants committed
a sexual contact or non-contact offense against a child or an
adult; it is possible that some of the participants have been
arrested, charged, or convicted of a sexual offense against an
adult instead of a child. However, we think this is unlikely in
the context of a survey that focused on questions about sexual
and romantic attraction to children.
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Adult-Child Contact Stance

Many requests for survey participation are posted on B4U-
Act and Virtuous Pedophiles websites. Both sites have taken
a stance against adult—child sex, which may not be repre-
sentative of all people with pedohebephilia who frequent
online forums; for example, fewer members of these forums
may have committed a sexual offense involving children than
members of other forums that do not take an explicit anti-con-
tact stance. We tried to counteract this selection bias by con-
tacting multiple forums and managed to recruit participants
on a multitude of online forums. We suggested earlier that
the potential moderating effect of views about adult—child sex
and its relation to falling in love with children and engaging
in sexual behavior with children should be explored.

Interpretation of Age Delineations

We used the a priori delineated age categories of 0 to 3, 4
to7,8to 11, 12 to 14, and 15 to 18 for “minors.” Including
18 years in the oldest category may have influenced the results
given 18-year olds are legally considered to be adults in many
jurisdictions. This would not have influenced our analyses
regarding pedohebephilia. However, these age categories are
regarded to be generally in line with Tanner stages 1 to 4
(Tanner, 1990), where there is variation in the physical devel-
opment of minors. For example, the category of minors 12
to 14 was intended to capture pubescence, but some 11-year-
old children are already pubescent, and some 15-year-old
children have not yet begun puberty. This may have led to
overreporting of polymorphic age attractions, if, for example,
participants attracted to pubescent minors indicated attrac-
tiontoages 8to 11, 12to 14, and 15 to 18, as pubescence can
occur at all of these ages. Future research could, for example,
use legal images to demarcate the intended stages of physical
development of children more clearly.

Conclusion

Most, if not all, research on pedohebephilia has focused on
sexual attraction to children, along the aspects of age attrac-
tion polymorphism, exclusivity, and gender preference. The
results of this study suggest that the large majority of persons
with pedohebephilia have also fallen in love with a child.
More research is needed to understand this phenomenon,
including asking questions about romantic attraction short
of falling in love, aspects of romantic attraction that include
as well as go beyond our questions about infatuation and
attachment, and sexual and romantic attraction to the same
or different children. The similar association found in both
this study as Bailey et al.’s (2016a) study between admis-
sion of past sexual offending and romantic attraction to chil-
dren suggests that romantic attraction may also be relevant
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to our understanding of sexual offending against children.
The results of this study support the examination of romantic
attraction as well as sexual attraction in the study of pedo-
philia, hebephilia, and ephebophilia, and also add to the cur-
rent debate about whether these chronophilias could be con-
sidered sexual orientations for age/maturity, as discussed by
Seto (2012, 2017). Our finding that monomorphic attraction
to children was the exception rather than the rule further chal-
lenges the idea that pedophilia and hebephilia are different
chronophilias in practical terms. This result, along with the
observation that some individuals with pedohebephilia also
reported sexual and romantic attraction to older adolescents
or adults, illustrates the complexity of this aspect of human
sexuality.
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