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What is a sexual fantasy ?

Any mental imagery that is sexually arousing or erotic to the individual. It 
could be a fleeting thought/image  or an elaborate scenario; spontaneous or 
deliberate; previously experienced or purely imagined, realistic, odd or rare or 
unrealistic.



Why studying sexual fantasies?

1- Almost universal (but not), they are still vastly understudied

2- They are considered as evidence for sexual interest (but are they?)

3- Many people are distressed by their sexual fantasies

4- Many people are wondering whether they should experience their fantasies
in real life

5- They are useful to predict re-offending in medico-legal settings (but what
about in general?)

6- Primary prevention and duty to warn

7- They are used as a sufficient criterion for paraphilias in psychiatric manuals
(with serious legal implications)
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Watching someone undress without him or her knowing 63.4%

Petting a total stranger in a public place (e.g., metro) 48.4%

Being forced to have sex 30.7%

Sexually abusing a person who is drunk, asleep, or unconscious 22.6%

Forcing someone to have sex 22.0%

Having sex with an animal 2.2%

Having sex with a child under the age of 12 years 1.8%

Journal of Sexual Medicine, 2015

N=717 Adult M   



So, what are the differences between sexual fantasies
with paraphilic/illegal content associated with acting out 
and those that are not? 



Paraphilia = Anomalous sexual interest, i.e., any intense and 
persistent sexual interest (fantasies, urges or behaviors) other than 
normophilic sexual interests. (p.685).
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Thematic Apperception Test (TAT)

Preliminary data, N=24 adolescents 



• Lorsque je pense à une fille dans mon école avec des costumes érotiques
• Mégan Fox m'a toujours excité sexuellement j'allais souvent sur des sites porno voir mégane fox nue.
• Une stagiaire au centre jeunesse que j'aimerais beaucoup coucher avec elle. 
• J'aimerais beaucoup faire l'amour avec mes cousines (vrai) de 17-19-20 ans). 
• J'ai une attirance sexuel pour les gars et les filles (+). Mais ? seulement amoureux pour le filles
• J'imagine les personnes nues
• Quand un gars et une femme fait l'amour
• Une fille d'environ mon âge qui ne se rase pas le pubis
• Je le ferais avec des agents à l'unité de réadap. Je serais attachée avec des menottes + sexe oral ensuite pénétration 

anal puis ensuite dormir avec le ou les gars.
• Éducatrice qui veut faire l'amour avec moi
• Une relation sexuelle complet et avec consentement, avec une fille de 16 ans.
• Je n'en sais rien
• Des belles lesbiennes
• Plus famme a la foi toutenu
• Voir des filles nues
• Dans les préliminaires avec mon chum
• Faire l'amour avec une fille
• Avec des actrices pornographiques
• Relation sexuel avec une fille que j'aime
• Une fille en forme
• Dominé la faiblesse

Ongoing qualitative study, N=70 adolescents
Youth clinic, Philippe-Pinel Institutetitute
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« The Spaceship experience »
Journal of Personality, 1961, 396-413
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Take home message I: Fantasy-related risk factors to assess among 
sexual offenders (and general population)

-Diversity of fantasies : 5-7 types vs. only 1-2 ? Exclusivity?

-Richness and average/good IQ: Only 1-2 fantasies but very detailed: A minority 
with fixed, exclusive, specific, predatory, specialized fantasies and behaviors

-Poorness and low IQ: Few or no fantasy with 3-10 words: The majority with 
unspecific, impulsive, unplanned behaviors

-Type of appearance: Automatic (obsessional?) vs. deliberate

-Type of related affect: Negative (obsessional? Guilt? Depression?) vs. positive 
(only for the individual?)

-Experience: Already done it in the past vs. no experience?

-Function: strictly for sexual arousal or a genuine desire to realize it? 

-Atypicity: Less than 2.3% in the general population (two standard deviations)



Intermediate factors to consider:

-Legal vs. illegal
-Gender
-Empathy level (e.g., antisocial/psychopathic/narcissistic traits)
-Cognitive distortions/beliefs
-Sexual drive
-Sexual orientation



Intelligence : 

average or below

Neuropsychological

deficits

Executive

dysfunctions

Impulsivity

Lack or perspective

Poor Theory of Mind
Low mentalization

capacities

Low empathy levels

Poor imaginary

world

Few, less elaborated

sexual fantasies
Hypothesis:

All = same underlying
mental process

Acting out 

Take home message II…
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1982...

pp. 271-272: 

« In an ongoing study […] we have found that most women who are aroused by 
fantasies that portray « unusual » sex practice such as rape indicate that they
have no interest whatsoever in acting out the fantasy. In contrast, men appear
to be somewhat more adventuresome. »








