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Abstract

This study explored multifaceted functions of BDSM in practitioners’ well-being by
contextualizing their experiences in nested environmental systems through the lens of
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological theory. Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR) was used to
analyze interview data from 19 BDSM practitioners. The results demonstrated three dimensions
of well-being: Personal, Interpersonal, and Sociocultural. The tripartite analysis suggested that
(a) BDSM fostered personal growth, emotion regulation, sexual discovery, and sexual
consciousness development, (b) BDSM strengthened safety, intimacy, pleasure, attunement, and
communication in partnerships, and (¢) BDSM facilitated community engagement, resource
sharing, and power analysis. Additionally, participants mentioned how BDSM intersected other
aspects of their identities and social structures, reinforcing shame and stigma about their
sexuality. The findings affirm the need to further examine and promote positive sexuality,
especially alternative sexuality such as BDSM, to resist oppressive power structures.

Keywords: BDSM, kink, stigma, mental health, relationships, power analysis, community,
intersectionality, ecological theory

Introduction

People have sex for various reasons—procreation, pleasure, status, intimacy, identity
exploration, and more (Hirsch & Kahn, 2020). Yet, the United States (US) Supreme Court’s
decision in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization (2022) reveals a persistent cultural
narrative that imposes moral imperatives on sex outside of heterosexual marriage and demands
consequences of sexual activities, particularly for marginalized bodies (i.e., birthing people of
color; Siegel, 1992). BDSM practitioners have long resisted these restrictive views of sex and
sexuality, subverting and expanding the meaning, expressions, and functions of sex and sexuality
(Simula, 2017). An acronym for bondage/discipline, dominance/submission, and
sadism/masochism, BDSM often includes restraints, sensory stimulation, role play, pain, and
power exchange (Bauer, 2014). While BDSM may contain sexual or erotic elements, extant
literature has highlighted psychological, interpersonal, and community elements as central to
BDSM and distinct from non-BDSM or ‘vanilla’ sex (Faccio et al., 2020). Recent scholarship
has also examined the “disruptive and productive” potentiality of BDSM, which allows
practitioners to reconstruct violent power dynamics and reclaim pleasure and agency in the
context of personal trauma (e.g., childhood abuse, sexual abuse; Cascalheira, 2021) or
historical/systemic trauma (e.g., enslavement, misogynoir; Cruz, 2016; p. 10). Understanding
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BDSM at intrapersonal, interpersonal, and structural levels enriches the cultural approach to sex
and sexuality beyond the bedroom, the heterosexual nuclear family structure, and the binary
between ‘normative’ and ‘deviant’ sexuality.

Historically, the complexity of BDSM has been poorly understood, leading to
pathologization, medicalization, and criminalization of BDSM desires and behaviors (Bezreh et
al., 2012). Since the sex researcher Krafft-Ebing coined the term sadomasochism and categorized
it as sexual pathology (along with homosexuality) in the 19th century, BDSM practitioners have
been considered dangerous and mentally ill (Krafft-Ebing, 1866). Past research connected
BDSM to sexual offenses (Marshall & Kennedy, 2003), childhood abuse (Straus, 2001),
addiction (Allnutt et al., 1996; Goodman, 1992), narcissism (Kernberg, 1991), and relationship
dysfunction (Freund, 1990). However, a critical body of evidence suggests that BDSM
participants do not differ from vanilla participants in terms of psychopathology, psychological
distress, sexual satisfaction, and relationship satisfaction (Pascoal et al., 2015; Rogak & Connor,
2018; Wismeijer & van Assen, 2013).

Indeed, recent research illuminates diverse benefits of BDSM, which include stress relief
(Lee, 2014), therapeutic processing (Lindemann, 2011; Thomas, 2020), and cognitive shifts such
as subspace (Pitagora, 2017). Furthermore, BDSM may facilitate interpersonal strengths, such as
community cohesion (Graham et al., 2016; Wignall, 2022), increased intimacy (Bauer, 2014),
enhanced communication and trust (Williams et al., 2017). Furthermore, practitioners with
marginalized identities use BDSM to examine and subvert social power dynamics (Erickson et
al., 2022; Liang, 2020). However, BDSM practitioners continue to face high levels of stigma and
lack access to kink-affirming medical and mental health resources (Hansen-Brown & Jefferson,
2022; Kelsey et al., 2013; Sprott & Randall, 2017). Many do not receive appropriate care due to
a fear of disclosing a BDSM-related concern (Waldura et al., 2016). Consequently, the
relationship between BDSM and mental health needs further exploration.

BDSM Roles and Involvement

BDSM practitioners may use diverse identity labels fluidly depending on context (Powls
& Davies, 2012). For instance, those who participate in power exchange may identify as
Dominant, or its shorthand Dom(me), and submissive/sub. Those who are interested in both roles
may identify as switch. There are varying levels of BDSM involvement. Some designate their
BDSM interactions to specific times and places, called scenes or play (Simula, 2018). Others
participate in BDSM as a lifestyle that stretches to encompass broader, nonsexual aspects of their
relationships and lives (Fennell, 2021). Depending on the activity level, BDSM practitioners may
conceptualize and identify with BDSM differently (Wignall et al., 2024).

BDSM Communities

BDSM communities are salient in BDSM lifestyles (Ortmann & Sprott, 2012; Sisson,
2007). Organized around shared interests and norms, they can act as avenues for friendships,
sexual expression, and stigma management (Graham et al., 2016). They also promote consent
and safety through events (e.g., munches, workshops, parties with dungeon masters), online
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groups, and slogans such as SSN (Safe, Sane, and Consensual), RACK (Risk Aware Consensual
Kink), PRICK (Personal Responsibility, Informed, Consensual Kink), and 4Cs (Caring,
Communication, Consent, and Caution; Williams et al., 2014).

Theoretical Framework

This study draws from ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), which posits that
individuals are impacted by the interactions that occur both within their immediate environment
and with larger systemic structures. We recognize that BDSM practitioners’ experiences may be
shaped by multiple systems, including the immediate microsystem (e.g., partners, family, friends,
local community), the mesosystem (connections between various microsystems), the exosystem
(indirect influences such as mass media, institutional policies, legal definitions of partnership),
and the larger macrosystem (e.g., values about sex and sexuality). Bronfenbrenner’s final
chronosystem recognizes the importance of historical and temporal influences on an individual’s
lived experience. In the context of BDSM, the chronosystem may encompass changes in societal
attitudes, legal frameworks, and cultural shifts over time (Sheff, 2021). As societal norms
regarding sexuality evolve, individuals engaging in BDSM may experience different
opportunities and challenges, which can impact their well-being.

The Present Study

Recent research has demonstrated that BDSM can be a liberatory, therapeutic, and
meaningful aspect of human sexuality (Cruz, 2016). To extend this scholarship, the current study
explored participants’ perceived benefits of BDSM on their well-being through a lens similar to
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological theory, where Personal represents the microsystem,
Interpersonal represents the mesosystem, and Sociocultural represents the macrosystem. Our
main questions were: 1) What is the subjective meaning of BDSM to practitioners? and 2) What
role does BDSM play in their well-being?

Interview data were analyzed using Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR; Hill et al.,
1997). CQR has gained recognition in psychological research for its inductive and rigorous
methodology that is appropriate for analyzing subjective beliefs, attitudes, and experiences while
minimizing biases and assumptions (Goldman, 2012). CQR has been widely used for in-depth
studies of hidden groups (e.g., Burkard et al., 2014; Gonsalez et al., 2015). CQR’s constructivist
approach. acknowledging the existence of multiple realities. made it an ideal methodology for
investigating the lived experiences of BDSM practitioners who varied in terms of their BDSM
roles and other social identities. Furthermore, the robust consensus process and the auditing
process embedded in each step of data analysis helped us minimize our biases and groupthink
(Hill et al., 2005).

Method

Participants
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The study included 19 self-identified BDSM practitioners living in the United States.
Participants ranged in age from 20 to 43 years (M = 27.47, SD = 7.71, Mdn = 25). Additional
demographic information can be found in Table 1.
Table 1.
Participant Demographics
Pseudonym BDSM Age Race/ Gender Education  Sexual Relationship
Role Ethnicity Orientation Status
Jordan submissive 21 Southeast Woman High Lesbian “Openish”
Asian School
Taylor submissive 20 White Nonbinary High Bisexual “Loose” D/s
School
Charlie Switch 20 White Genderfluid High Pansexual Open
School
Riley submissive 22 White Woman BA/BS Heterosexual ~ Monogamous D/s
Sawyer submissive 28 White Woman BA/BS Heteroflexible Monogamous
Avery submissive 22 Multiracial ~ Woman BA/BS Bisexual In a relationship
Parker submissive 21 Black Woman High Straight-ish D/s
School
Blake submissive 20 White Woman High Lesbian/ Engaged
School bisexual
Alexis submissive 24 White Woman High Bisexual Poly
School
Logan submissive/ 43 White Man MA/MS Straight Open marriage
switch
Drew Switch 27 White Man BA/BS Straight Single
Dakota Switch 24 Black Man AA Pansexual Monogamous
Joey Dominant/ 28 Middle Man BA/BS Straight In a relationship
Switch Eastern
Frankie Switch 25 East Asian Genderfluid MA/MS Pansexual Poly, partnered
Jesse Dominant 34 White Man High Bisexual Nonmonogamous
School
Jamie Dominant 40 White Woman MA/MS Straight/ Married, open, poly
Bi-erotic
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Morgan Dominant 34 Southeast Woman BA/BS Demisexual Partnered
Asian
Peyton Dominant/ 43 East Asian Woman BA/BS Queer Poly, partnered
Switch
Harper submissive 26 White Woman BA/BS Heterosexual  In a relationship

Research Team

The research team included four CQR-trained researchers who analyzed the data (two
gender diverse, two cis-women; two Asian American, two white; two queer, two straight; aged
27 to 33) and one auditor, who is a queer, cis-female, white professor of counseling psychology.
One member has a master’s degree in clinical psychology. Three members are pursuing doctoral
degrees in clinical and counselling psychology.

Prior to data analysis, we discussed our biases and expectations in a meeting and
documented them in a shared document. Our assumptions varied regarding the function of
BDSM and the characteristics of BDSM practitioners. Some expected that participants would use
BDSM for stress relief, whereas others expected that BDSM would be a skill-based leisure
activity. We presumed that BDSM would be more of a sexual encounter rather than a holistic
lifestyle, and that few would use BDSM to process difficult emotions and trauma. We also
expected to see non-traditional relationship styles and more shame about BDSM in their personal
history.

Measures

The first and last authors developed the semi-structured interview protocol based on a
thorough review of the literature on BDSM and community input. Progressing from broader to
more specific questions (e.g., “What does BDSM mean to you?”, “How are you, if at all,
different since you first got into BDSM?”, and “What role does BDSM play in your well-
being?”), the interview questions were open-ended and aimed to derive participants’ own
definitions and lived experiences of BDSM.

Procedures

For studies that involve sensitive topics or hidden populations, Lee (1993) recommends
snowball sampling, which has been used successfully in previous qualitative research involving
BDSM communities (Beckmann, 2009). We recruited participants via social media (BDSM
groups on Facebook, Fetlife) and word of mouth (Wignall, 2023).

The first author conducted video interviews on Zoom or Skype for 60-90 minutes after

reviewing informed consent. Participants were assigned pseudonyms, and all identifying
information was redacted during the transcription process.
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We sent a draft of the manuscript to every participant to enhance the trustworthiness of
the data and to share our findings. Three participants provided feedback, which was integrated
into the final manuscript.

Data Analyses

We met weekly from July 2020 to June 2022 to analyze the data using CQR in the
following stages: 1) developing domains, 2) developing core ideas, and 3) conducting cross-
analysis. CQR emphasizes a diversity of viewpoints by incorporating the consensus and auditing
processes. We focused on arriving at a consensus via discussions at each stage. The external
auditor reviewed and provided feedback at the end of each phase.

The first stage of CQR involves developing an initial domain list. Domains are discrete
and meaningful topic areas that map the understanding of the participants’ experiences (Hill,
1997). Individually, we reviewed three transcripts and came up with a list of domains and sub-
domains. Then, we compared our lists and collaboratively created the initial domain list, which
contained 11 domains with each domain containing an average of five sub-domains. In the
second stage, we developed core ideas or concise summaries of participants’ words. We
developed core ideas individually first and compared them within the team until a consensus was
reached. During cross-analysis, the rotating teams of three team members reviewed the core
ideas across all transcripts to find common patterns, which became categories. We
collaboratively refined the list of categories to maximize meaning and reduce redundancy within
domains and sub-domains.

The final results were charted with frequency labels indicating the number of times a
category appeared across participant interviews. Per Hill et al.’s (2005) guidelines, the frequency
label general referred to all or all but one cases (18-19 participants), typical denoted 10-17 cases,
and variant represented 4-9 cases.

Results

All results are presented in Table 2. We focus on general and typical results in the text
and include a few notable variant results.

Personal Domain

Sub-domain 1: Self and Identity

This sub-domain corresponded with participants’ reflections on their self-concept and
identities, and how they intersect with their engagement in BDSM. Participants typically
remarked: BDSM creates a framework for me to grow. For example, Parker commented, “It has
opened me up to so much learning... Whenever I started out, I was very unsure about what I
liked,” and elaborated that vocalizing her desires and limits to partners helped her with self-
discovery. Regarding perceptions of growth through identity formation, Drew shared, “Because
of the way that I was raised, being submissive in the bedroom was seen as lesser or weaker.
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Allowing myself to challenge those conceptions that I’d had early on allowed me to change
myself and opened up more possibilities.”

Sub-domain 2: Well-being

This sub-domain captured participants’ perceptions of how BDSM contributes to their
emotion regulation, mental health, and well-being. Generally, participants reported: I’m able to
regulate my emotions through BDSM. Parker emphasized the restorative quality of emotional
release in this context: “All of those emotions pile on top...and all of that shit ends up coming
out in a scene...It feels like a release. The crying and the pain and the scene and the adrenaline
and the love and the care and the caressing.” Additionally, participants typically described:
BDSM helps me process difficult emotions and manage mental health concerns. Taylor recounts,
“Impact play can help take away some of my need for self-harm because I’'m getting the pain I
need by not doing it in such a destructive way. I’m turning it into a pleasurable thing rather than
a depressing, upsetting thing...I can escape into the emotions and the sensations that that can
bring. It’s almost meditative.” Furthermore, BDSM helped Alexis process interpersonal partner
violence from the past: “Whenever I tried to think back on that period of my life...it became too
overwhelming and I couldn’t emotionally handle it. ... [Now] I can relive these memories. [ am
in control. I’'m the one who can be pushed to my limits. But then when I say no, it stops.”

Participants typically mentioned that BDSM empowers them and builds their confidence,
which they attributed to having to assert their likes and boundaries, playing with power
dynamics, and gaining new experiences and social support through BDSM. Typically, BDSM
was a passion for participants as BDSM offered inspiration and fulfilment and encouraged
creativity for them. For instance, participants likened BDSM scene-creation to artistic pursuits,
as depicted in Jesse’s comment: “The effort that I put into creating a scene with somebody was
my artistic outlet. Like sex was my art.”

Sub-domain 3: Sexuality

This sub-domain encompassed participants’ views on sex and sexuality. It was typical for
participants to express how they experiment and have fun through BDSM. Harper noted, “In
BDSM, there’s an understanding of having fun, playing, and enjoying each other.” Peyton
expanded, “BDSM is very much play-oriented. It can be serious, sexy, a little bit thrilling, and
dangerous...It’s a deep form of play.” Typically, BDSM had expanded participants’ views on sex
and sexuality, as captured by Alexis: “I have a much healthier relationship with my own
sexuality. I grew up in highly religious schooling, so coming to terms with my bisexuality, with
masturbation, with being into BDSM itself, was something that [ was very, very ashamed of for a
really long time. The general openness and communicativeness of BDSM really normalize sex,
and that has made me feel much more comfortable with everything to do with my sexuality.”

However, participants typically expressed: | had or have a complicated relationship to
BDSM. In large part, the mainstream messages around BDSM appeared to affect participants. As
Avery noted, participants had to learn to differentiate “what is portrayed as BDSM and what
actually is BDSM” (e.g., violence or abuse vs. consensual BDSM) through their own
experiences. The public misconceptions of BDSM negatively affected participants, especially
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those who practiced BDSM as a lifestyle. Riley noted, “You tell a vanilla person: Oh,
you’re interested in BDSM. And their first instinct is: Oh, are you just kinky in bed? They don’t
realize there’s an actual full-on dynamic and an actual lifestyle. They just think that: Oh, you just
like to be choked in bed.” Furthermore, participants expressed BDSM-specific challenges, such

as finding partners whose kinks were compatible with their own and processing internalized
stigma. For example, Jesse said, “When I was younger, if you had asked me if I could flip a
switch and not be like this? I would have instantly said yes...Now at this point, I wouldn’t flip

the switch...But you’re adding a challenge mode to the game.”

Table 2.
List of Domains, Sub-domains, Categories, and Frequencies
Domain/sub-domain Frequency
Personal
Sub-domain 1: Self & Identity
BDSM creates a framework for me to grow. Typical - 14
My BDSM identity and other parts of myself are interconnected. Variant - 7
Sub-domain 2: Well-being
I’'m able to regulate my emotions through BDSM. General - 18
BDSM empowers me and builds confidence. Typical - 13
BDSM has helped me process difficult emotions and manage mental Typical - 10
health concerns.
BDSM is a passion for me. Typical - 10
I feel pleasure through BDSM. Variant - 7
Playing with pain and control feels cathartic. Variant - 7
I experience an emotional roller coaster in a scene (e.g. dom drop, sub Variant - 5
drop, topspace, subspace).
BDSM allows me to be less inhibited. Variant - 4
BDSM provides a structure for me. Variant - 4
Sub-domain 3: Sexuality
I had or have a complicated relationship to BDSM. Typical - 14
I can experiment and have fun through BDSM. Typical - 13
BDSM has expanded my view on sex and sexuality. Typical - 11
My desires for BDSM are dynamic/fluid. Variant - 9
BDSM/kink is one of my central identities. Variant - 8
BDSM allows me to explore power exchange (e.g., Variant - 8
dominance/submission).
Interpersonal
Sub-domain 1: Scene Structure
BDSM structures (i.e., aftercare, safewords) help us feel safe. Typical - 12
We negotiate or structure roles around our desires and identities. Typical - 12
Being in a relationship enabled me to explore and deepen my BDSM Typical - 10

interests.
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There are many gamelike elements that can be incorporated into BDSM
(e.g. toys, rewards, punishments).

There are different BDSM structures and dynamics (24/7, etc.).

We have particular scripts to negotiate beforehand.

Sub-domain 2: Consent & Communication

Consent helps me feel safe.
Establishing safety and consent is a process.
My partners and I are responsive to each other’s mood and feelings.

Sub-domain 3: Intimacy, Love, and Belongingness

BDSM enables different forms of emotional connection and intimacy
with my partners.

Kink has allowed me to re-examine my views on relationships.

The relationships with my partners have made me feel safe and
supported.

It is hard to find partners who are compatible with my kinks.

Pleasing my partners is important to me.

Sociocultural
Sub-domain 1: Community

The BDSM community offers resources and structures for safety,
consent, and communication.

BDSM is an integral part of my social world.

The BDSM community creates a supportive environment.

The BDSM community exposes you to a diverse group of people.

Online groups are sources of collective enjoyment (i.e. humor,
community, shared experience).

Sub-domain 2: Intersectionality

BDSM intersects with different power dynamics in society.
Social issues (e.g., consent) impact the BDSM community.

Sub-domain 3: Public Engagement with BDSM

Though abating with time, there is still stigma around BDSM.
Kink activism is important to me.

Sub-domain 4: Power analysis

BDSM allows one to subvert and explore hegemonic power dynamics.

Variant - 8

Variant - 6
Variant - 5

Typical - 15
Typical - 13
Typical - 13

Typical - 14

Variant - 7
Variant - 5

Variant - 5
Variant - 4

Typical - 14

Variant - 7
Variant - 6
Variant - 6
Variant - 3

Variant - 6
Variant - 6

Variant - 8
Variant - 4

Typical - 10

42
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Interpersonal Domain

Sub-domain 1: Scene Structure

This sub-domain corresponded with participants’ reflections on scene structure
preferences, aftercare, negotiating scene and role dynamics, and key elements of scenes.
Participants typically endorsed the idea that BDSM structures (e.g., aftercare, safewords) help
them feel safe. Aftercare was critical for participants as it served as an opportunity to debrief a
scene with their partners and process any intense emotions that arose. As Alexis said, “without
the aftercare, it goes from a high to an incredible low. It’s hard to pull yourself out of that.”
Moreover, safewords and communicating boundaries before, during, and after scenes created the
conditions for safety and exploration within scenes. Blake described BDSM as “a lot of
questions. It’s a lot of ‘is this okay?’ ‘How was this’? A lot of it is talk beforehand. ‘Let’s have a
safeword...’Making sure we establish that before getting into it and being more vulnerable.”
Typically, participants also endorsed the idea that they negotiated and structured roles around
their desires and identities. For participants, scenes were influenced by moods, desires, and
identities (i.e., race and gender). According to Frankie, “When someone catcalls you or yells a
slur at you, you can’t do anything about it. But when you’re with someone you trust...it
definitely feels a lot better to be able to respond to that in a way you feel like you can control it.”

Sub-domain 2: Consent and Communication

This sub-domain encompassed participants’ views on consent, communication, and
establishing safety within BDSM play and practices. Participants typically felt that establishing
safety and consent was a process. Oftentimes, communication and awareness of self and others
were key aspects of creating the conditions for safety. Participants reported that safety and
consent were ongoing processes, underscoring the evolving, changing nature of the relationship
and needs within the relationship on any given day. Blake said, “I am very careful of how [my
partner] is feeling at the time...I will keep my eye out for any sort of discomfort or hesitation.
I’ll pick up on that and adjust myself.”

Another typical theme that emerged was that consent helped participants feel safe. For
participants, knowing that they had the choice to say yes or no to an activity within a scene
increased feelings of safety and trust with their partner, making them more comfortable with
exploring and experimenting.

Typically, participants shared: my partners and | are responsive to each other’s mood
and feelings. Joey described, “In the same way that you play a sport and communicate...you do
that with your partner and there is a certain amount of trust and camaraderie involved. It is like
teamwork.” In short, BDSM served as a pathway to being present and supportive of a partner’s
feelings and needs.
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Sub-domain 3: Intimacy, Love, and Belongingness

This sub-domain described participants’ perceptions of how BDSM serves as a source of
intimacy, love, and belongingness. Participants typically described: BDSM enables different
forms of emotional connection and intimacy with my partners. Participants reported that BDSM
amplified feelings of love, intimacy, and care they had for their partner and their relationship.
Parker put it simply: “It feels like a hug.” Blake explained, “It is an advanced way of sexual
gratification... It means going further and being even more and more intimate with your partner.
It’s beyond just vanilla. It’s being vulnerable and having another layer of trust.” Participants
described experiencing high levels of connection within the bedroom and how that reinforced
feelings of closeness and intimacy outside of the bedroom.

Sociocultural Domain

Sub-domain 1: Community

This sub-domain captured the role of the BDSM community, such as providing resources,
supportive environment, and collective enjoyment. Typically, participants noted that the BDSM
community offered resources and structures for safety, consent, and communication. The BDSM
community seemed to foster open conversation and active consent. This was vital for the
community, as for Harper, “It makes me feel more secure with my sexuality. People don’t talk
about what they’re into sexually, so much of it isn’t normalized.” Participants expressed that the
community helped them have conversations about nuanced and controversial aspects of consent,
such as race play, as recounted by Morgan: “If someone wants to do race play as a way of
recontextualizing words that bring them a lot of emotion, they should be allowed to do that, but
is that problematic for the other person participating in it? Where’s the limitation on consent?
Consent is such a big part of kink/BDSM, so complex conversations around consent do come up
... The BDSM community is where I felt like I could explore and talk about all those things
without any judgment.”

Community-led educational resources appeared to enhance participants’ sense of safety.
Sawyer describes the BDSM community and their community involvement: “It’s new
conversations, being able to educate people, and learning new things. We eventually started
doing classes. We set up our own vetting process.” Frankie specifically discusses community
events, saying, “I feel more comfortable doing scenes with a stranger at a party than going to
their house because there are dungeon monitors who keep an eye out for people ... [ used to go
to subcon, a conference for submissive women, which was all about how to take care of yourself
and keep safe.”

In addition to the resources and education the BDSM community provides, a variant
theme noted that BDSM was an integral part of participants’ social world. According to Jesse,
“It’s like being in a room where everybody shares your dirtiest secret. Suddenly, you make much
faster friends than you normally would.” For Peyton, the common interests and values in the
community allow it to become like a “village” where members are there for each other: “We like
to consider all genders, sexualities, body types, abilities, neurodivergence...Kinky people have
their own space. It gives all different kinds of people a place to belong.” BDSM community
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creates a supportive environment was another variant theme. This support from the community
helps people grow in various ways, whether it’s building one’s confidence in reclaiming their
desires in kink, helping others with their trauma, or encouraging one to love one’s body.

A variant theme described how the BDSM community exposed participants to a diverse
group of people. The diversity of the community often helped participants normalize BDSM and
sexuality in general. As Harper states, “The thing about BDSM is that there’s no sex thing that is
perfectly universal. Everybody thinks differently about different sexual acts.”

Another variant theme captured the online aspect of the community. Online groups were
sources of collective enjoyment, which added to the experience of support. Blake noted funny
memes and community support present in online groups, whereas Peyton discussed learning
about other dynamics and ideas via journals and erotica on Fetlife.

Sub-domain 2: Intersectionality

This sub-domain included a variant theme that BDSM intersected with different power
dynamics in society. The way participants play often appeared to be informed by social contexts,
such as whiteness in the US. Notably, the first thing Dakota noticed when attending an event was
that: “This was a very white room. It makes you feel less desirable ... I don’t want to be a token.
It makes you feel like this isn’t the space for you.” Participants of color reflected that they often
had to educate others, but as Morgan noted, “It’s exhausting to have repetitive conversations
around race or privilege.”

Moreover, BDSM had an intersection with sex work, which interacted with other axes of
oppression, such as race and gender. To unpack these simultaneous dynamics, Morgan
emphasized the importance of education: “I’m on the fringe in many realms, I’'m a sex worker, a
professional dominatrix, and an Asian female. It's important to educate individuals, because if
you don’t, then all the things that seem different from them are scary. [...] Under the sex work
umbrella, we give information about different activities and people in this industry so that the
mainstream can get better information from people who actually live it.” Peyton echoed this
sentiment, highlighting the relevance of decriminalization of sex work in the BDSM community:
“There is no recourse for a sex worker who gets robbed or assaulted. Decriminalization would
take away the criminal aspect of how she earns her money ... There are tons of people choosing
sex work for many different reasons. Decriminalization is one of the ways that we can save
lives.”

Another variant theme in this domain corresponded to participants’ perceptions that
social issues (e.g., consent) impacted the BDSM community. Regarding consent, Frankie said, “I
used to hold the BDSM community in really high regard, maybe too high. I thought it was a
perfect utopia of consent, but with the Me Too movement, I learned about how different
organizers would abuse their positions as leaders in the community. These instances of consent
violations occurring inside of the community made me a little jaded.” Furthermore, gatekeeping
and kink-shaming seemed to infiltrate the BDSM community. For example, Jamie said, “Some
people in the kinky community say that I’m a true sadist. Other people say I’'m just fucked up.
It’s extremely subjective and up for debate.” Taylor explained, “A lot of people come in from big

Journal of Positive Sexuality, Vol. 11, No. 1, April 2025 ©2025 Center for Positive Sexuality



Kim, et al. https://doi.org/10.51681/1.1112 46

communities that believe in outdated ideals about who can be dominant/submissive ... It made
me compare myself to other submissives or feel like I’'m not good enough for my partner. In
better communities, I’ve noticed that anyone can be anything.”

Sub-domain 3: Power Analysis

This sub-domain illustrated how participants utilized BDSM to critically engage in power
analysis. Typically, participants reflected that BDSM allowed them to subvert and explore
hegemonic power dynamics. For instance, participants processed the impacts of patriarchy
through BDSM, as noted by Jamie: “I used to be really, really thrilled if a man found me
attractive ... Through domming, I found an erotic charge ... If a man hits on me, I think I have
much more the attitude, instead of seeming pleased with them hitting on me ... Oh, you’re lucky
if I respond to you.” BDSM created space for Frankie, a genderfluid participant, to expand the
restrictive gender norms as in BDSM, gender becomes “something I can play on when I’'m role-
playing.” Additionally, BDSM appeared to challenge societal norms on sex and relationships, as
Harper noted: “In BDSM, there’s an understanding of having fun, playing, and enjoying each
other sexually without being in a relationship.” Subsequently, participants noted deconstructing
heteronormativity and exploring nonmonogamy through BDSM.

Discussion

Drawing on ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), this study stipulates that BDSM
practitioners develop their BDSM orientation and/or identity in multiple nested environmental
systems at a particular time in history (Hughes & Hammack, 2019; Yost & Hunter, 2012). While
they are influenced by their proximal and distal environments, individuals also influence (and act
on) their environments. These are nested and interrelated systems through which influences flow
bidirectionally. Our tripartite analysis of BDSM recognizes the multiple-level influences on
BDSM behavior and the interplay between the domains. Our findings also reflect BDSM
scholarship across disciplines by highlighting the adaptive aspects of BDSM in multiple,
interrelated domains: Personal, Interpersonal, and Sociocultural.

Consistent with recent scholarship that underscores the diverse benefits of BDSM from
growth (Sprott, 2020) to therapy (Lindemann, 2011), our participants reported that BDSM
positively contributed to their sense of personal well-being (Simula et al., 2023). Many of them
endorsed the healing narratives, denoting that they used BDSM to cope with stress, trauma, and
psychiatric symptoms (Barker et al., 2017). This was in line with research that found cortisol
changes during BDSM activities (Williams & Sprott, 2022; Wuyts & Morrens, 2022) and
research on trauma play that illuminated how some BDSM practitioners engage in BDSM
specifically to process difficult emotions or past experiences in a pre-negotiated structure
(Cascalheira et al., 2021; Thomas, 2020). However, it is noteworthy that three participants
reported only engaging in BDSM when they felt good rather than stressed. For them, BDSM was
akin to games or sports, which corroborated the leisure qualities of BDSM (Newmabhr, 2011;
Wignall & McCormack, 2017; Williams et al., 2016). Although our participants varied in their
motivations for practicing BDSM, it appeared that BDSM was an overall positive addition to
their sexual and psychological well-being. These findings contrast prior research, which
conflates BDSM with sexual and personality disorders (Kolmes et al., 2006). Such stigma
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negatively impacted our participants, especially in their early stages of exploring BDSM. Past
research found that BDSM practitioners reported higher rates of shame, guilt, and suicidal
attempts (Brown et al., 2018). Similarly, shame was a salient emotion that accompanied
internalized stigma, specifically for participants whose BDSM identity was more salient (Bezreh
et al., 2012; Crane, 2022). Simultaneously, the normalization of sex in BDSM communities
helped some participants overcome their shame around their sexuality, including BDSM, queer,
and polyamorous identities (Sprott & Hadcock, 2018).

BDSM enhanced a sense of intimacy, safety, and trust in interpersonal relationships,
which might contribute to the higher relationship satisfaction that BDSM practitioners reported
(Dancer et al., 2006). Many participants distinguished the types of emotional connection and
support they derived from BDSM relationships from vanilla relationships. They were attuned to
their partners and valued pleasing their partners. Rainey (2018) argued that although our culture
considers pleasure and caregiving to be disparate, BDSM can reframe caregiving as an avenue
for intimacy and sexual pleasure by subverting it. Our participants also reported mixing pleasure
and caregiving within BDSM structures (i.e., pre-negotiation on roles, likes, and limits;
safewords; aftercare). For instance, a submissive participant derived pleasure from completing
household chores, which was part of her BDSM protocol. Aftercare was another example of
pleasure and caregiving taking place together for many participants. Overall, BDSM structures
appeared to help participants communicate effectively, enhance intimacy, and explore their
sexual interests consensually. Although BDSM practitioners are less likely to endorse rape-
supportive beliefs due to the community’s emphasis on affirmative consent (Klement et al.,
2016), radical feminists have argued that BDSM is inherently sexist and violent against women
(Meeker et al., 2020). While BDSM is neither inherently sexist nor feminist, women and gender
diverse individuals in our sample expressed that they attained a sense of empowerment in BDSM
because they could negotiate their desires and consent to power dynamics (Barker, 2013). Our
findings further indicate that BDSM dynamics felt safer for participants of all genders and sexual
orientations because they could opt in and out of hierarchical roles through explicit negotiations,
compared to cis-heteronormative relationships or even professional relationships (Rogak &
Connor, 2017).

At the sociocultural level, BDSM practices have the potential for exposing
heteronormative norms around consent, and BDSM communities play a role in creating such
consent culture (Bauer, 2021). In addition to providing educational and practical resources for
safety, consent, and communication (Dunkey & Brotto, 2020), BDSM communities can foster
nuanced discussions on consent, which includes acknowledging limitations of consent due to
social power hierarchies (Barker, 2013). Subsequently, our participants reported resisting
hegemonic power dynamics through BDSM (Parchev & Langdridge, 2018). For instance, a few
male participants confronted masculine social norms through BDSM (e.g., carrying the pressure
to always be in control and lead their partners during sexual activities). As a genderfluid
participant noted, BDSM seemed to allow participants to transform gender norms and
expressions with agency (Simula & Sumerau, 2019). Race was another societal power dynamic
with which some participants played, by consenting to certain racialized dynamics (Liang, 2022).
However, BDSM communities were not always safe or liberating for racialized participants
(Erickson et al., 2022). Racism and whiteness in society infiltrated BDSM communities,
exposing participants of color to tokenization and fetishization (Cruz, 2016). While many
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participants sourced collective resilience and support from their communities (Graham et al.,
2016), racialized participants seemed to experience cumulative discrimination due to their
multiple minoritized identities (Boyd-Rogers & Maddox, 2022 & Cyrus, 2017). In other words,
the relationship between BDSM and well-being was complicated by hegemonic power structures
in society, particularly for participants with multiple marginalized identities.

By investigating both non-sexual and sexual aspects of BDSM through a multifaceted
lens, we explored how BDSM can be an important and healthy element of sexuality that extends
beyond the bedroom. Our findings further indicate that BDSM is a complex experience colored
by a practitioner’s personal, interpersonal, and sociocultural contexts, including sex negativity.
Sex-negative perspectives have overlooked the dynamic and positive factors that constitute
human sexuality and reduced BDSM to non-normative sexuality. To combat the stigma, some
BDSM scholars have emphasized the non-sexual or beneficial aspects of BDSM (Fennell, 2021).
However, other BDSM scholars urge against “cleaning up” BDSM to conform to social norms,
and instead, recommend expanding our understanding of sexuality (Fennell, 2021, p. 784).
Hence, the positive dimensions of BDSM from our findings should be used to enrich our
knowledge of BDSM, rather than oversimplifying BDSM.

Limitations and Future Directions

Due to the online format of participant recruitment and interviews, our sample is limited
to those who have internet access. Recruitment methods of snowballing and online recruitment
also limit our sample. Our sample only consists of BDSM practitioners who elected to partake in
the study, which may suggest that BDSM is salient in their lives. Our findings may not represent
the experiences of BDSM practitioners who have stopped practicing BDSM or have a
complicated relationship with BDSM practice and community.

Additionally, our study may be limited by social desirability bias among participants,
which refers to the tendency to present oneself in a way that is seen as socially acceptable, but
perhaps not entirely representative of one’s experience (Bergen & Labonté, 2020). Such biases
are most common in research on topics that are sensitive or controversial, such as BDSM
(Larson, 2018). Furthermore, given the history of stigmatization of BDSM in the mainstream,
participants might have wanted to present the BDSM community in a positive light.

Despite these limitations, the present study underscores a wide range of BDSM
experiences in personal, interpersonal, and sociocultural domains. Further research may explore
these domains separately. Regarding the sociocultural domain, more research is needed to
understand the intersection between BDSM and other hegemonic power structures in society.
Specifically, given the complicated power dynamics in sex work focused on BDSM, there is a
need to investigate the intersection between sex work, criminalization, and class. For instance,
how do conditions of the economy affect some sex workers’ participation in BDSM compared to
those enthusiastically participating in sex work and/or BDSM without financial pressure? Sex
workers play a salient role in BDSM communities by providing services, education, and
advocacy, and it would be beneficial to explore the experiences of sex workers across online and
in-person BDSM communities.
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Clinical implications include reframing BDSM as a path toward holistic well-being,
rather than psychopathology requiring treatment. Mental health service providers working with
BDSM practitioners must be cautious of reinforcing generalizing and stigmatizing narratives
about BDSM, as this can deter practitioners from seeking mental health services. Moreover,
mental health professionals may seek to collaborate with BDSM communities to develop
community-specific mental health resources and psychoeducation about the history and negative
effects of pathologizing narratives.
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