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ABSTRACT

Alternative sexual practices offer valuable insights into relationship dynamics and intimacy.
This paper examines how practitioners of alternative sexual behaviors navigate boundaries,
power dynamics, and vulnerability through explicit negotiation and communication. This
paper presents a review of the literature on the relationship dynamics of practitioners of
alternative sexual practices, with implications for clinical practice. Findings indicate that
practitioners often demonstrate sophisticated frameworks for consent, boundary-setting, and
emotional intimacy that could inform broader understanding of relationship dynamics. While
stigma and methodological limitations persist, these practices offer important lessons for
improving communication and fostering intimacy across all relationships. Implications for
clinical practice and future directions are discussed.
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Introduction

Research on BDSM (Bondage, Discipline/Dominance, Submission/Sadism, and
Masochism), kinks, fetishes, paraphilias, and other alternative sexual practices! has expanded in
recent years; however, the literature is still limited in some respects. Current research has provided
a more nuanced understanding of the relational, psychological, and social dynamics involved in
alternative sexual practices. Often, couples that engage in these sexual behaviors must learn how
to negotiate with their partners: Where are the boundaries? What are the limits? Who is in control?
In consensual non-monogamy, how do we schedule time with different partners and what
information gets shared between them? For those exploring age play, what specific roles feel
comfortable and what language should be avoided? When incorporating sensation play, which

! When using the term “alternative sexual practices” in this research, we acknowledge that this language is adopted
solely for descriptive clarity and is not intended to position these practices as deviant from or inferior to other forms
of sexual expression. This terminology reflects statistical prevalence rather than moral or psychological normativity,
and we recognize that all consensual adult sexual practices exist within the broad spectrum of human sexuality.
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textures, temperatures, or implements are welcomed versus off-limits? In polyamorous
relationships, how do we navigate jealousy and ensure all partners feel valued? For couples
interested in role reversal, how do we establish safe words and aftercare protocols? In swinging
contexts, what sexual activities are permissible with others and what remains exclusive? When
exploring exhibitionism or voyeurism, what public spaces feel safe and what privacy concerns
need addressing? In consensual degradation, which words or phrases enhance the experience
versus cause genuine harm? How do we maintain emotional connection when power dynamics
extend beyond the bedroom? How do we feel safe when engaging in consensual non-consent? The
list of questions asked between romantic or sexual partners engaging in erotic exploration
continues endlessly.

Successful erotic exploration requires individuals to navigate their own vulnerabilities and
those of their partners, communicate continuously, remain curious about their partner’s evolving
self, and maintain emotional connection through honesty and reassurance. By mastering these
components, individuals can safely explore and often (consensually) push past their boundaries
together. This paper explores these dynamics, reviewing existing research to understand how
alternative sexual practices can teach the more buttoned-up parts of our society valuable lessons
about communication, consent, emotional connection, and relational satisfaction. This paper
presents a review of the literature on the relationship dynamics of practitioners of alternative sexual
practices, with implications for clinical practice. We argue that these practitioners can help us to
understand how to foster deep emotional intimacy and relational satisfaction through the
negotiation of boundaries, power, and vulnerability. We begin by reviewing definitions of
normative and alternative sexual expressions, reviewing defining components of alternative sexual
practices; erotic negotiation, power dynamics, the role of sexual preferences, and the stigma faced
by practitioners. We then continue by exploring therapeutic implications of the research,
limitations of the research, gaps in the research, and potential future research directions.

While previous research has examined individual aspects of alternative sexual practices—
such as consent in BDSM (Tarleton et al., 2025) or communication in specific kink communities
(Meyer & Chen, 2019)—this paper makes three novel contributions to the literature. First, we
synthesize findings across diverse alternative sexual practices to identify common relational
frameworks that transcend specific behaviors or communities. Second, we articulate how the
sophisticated negotiation and communication skills developed in these communities offer a
transferable model for enhancing intimacy in all relationship types. Third, we bridge the gap
between descriptive research on alternative sexual practices and prescriptive implications for
clinical practice, providing concrete guidance for therapists working with diverse clients.

Normative vs Alternative
First an operational definition is required for ‘alternative’. Using this term suggests that
there is ‘normal’ sex, thus alternative would be ‘abnormal’ sex. There are three main ways that
sexuality researchers have identified to define what is considered ‘abnormal’: the statistical

approach, the sociological approach, and the psychological approach (Hyde et al., 2022).

The statistical perspective simply considers abnormality as statistically rare behavior,
while sociological definitions focus on violations of societal norms (Hyde et al., 2022). The
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psychological approach has crystallized around four key characteristics known as the 4Ds:
dysfunction, distress, deviance, and danger (Nolen-Hoeksema, 2017). The first criterion is
dysfunction, where the behavior significantly impairs a person’s ability to function in their daily
life and complete regular activities. The second is distress, which occurs when the behavior causes
the individual considerable emotional suffering or anguish. The third criterion is deviance,
referring to behaviors that strongly depart from what society considers ‘normal’ or acceptable (i.e.,
experiencing hallucinations). The final criterion is danger, which involves behaviors that put either
the individual or others at risk of harm. These four dimensions help mental health professionals
evaluate behaviors that may require professional intervention (Nolen-Hoeksema, 2017). While
utilizing the 4D’s definition within the context of sexual behaviors does somewhat help clarify
which behavior may be categorized as alternative, there are still significant challenges inherent in
relying on this definition. For example, many BDSM acts involve inflicting pain or bodily damage.
This could satisfy three of the D’s, deviance, danger, and distress.

Moreover, the DSM-5 TR defines paraphilia as, “any intense and persistent sexual interest
other than sexual interest in genital stimulation or preparatory fondling with phenotypically
normal, physically mature, consenting human partners” (American Psychological Association
[APA], 2022, p.779). The DSM-5 TR provides an additional definition for individuals who may
not have the capacity for intense or persistent sexual interests, such as someone who is frail, sickly,
or very old, “any sexual interest greater than or equal to nonparaphilic sexual interests” (APA,
2022, p.779). These definitions come with a level of ambiguity, at what point does a sexual interest
become ‘intense’ or ‘persistent’. Of note, this version of the DSM (5" edition and the 5 TR)
represents a de-medicalization of BDSM as a paraphilia and an acknowledgement that the practice
of BDSM does not automatically represent an issue (Lin, 2017). The APA’s current stance is that
a paraphilia becomes a disorder when that paraphilia causes distress Or impairment to the
individual with the paraphilia, or whose satisfaction of their paraphilia includes personal harm, or
risk of harm, to others (APA, 2022). Through their definitions of paraphilias the APA creates three
distinct categories of sexual behavior; normal sexual behavior, genital stimulation and foreplay in
prep of genital stimulation; paraphilias (abnormal sexual behavior), ‘intense’ and ‘persistent’
sexual interest in anything other than genital stimulation and foreplay; and disorders (abnormal
and harmful), distress or impairment Or satisfaction includes personal harm, or risk of harm, to
others.

These definitions, on some level, presume that normal sex, genital stimulation and
foreplay, cannot be distressing, cause impairment, or can cause personal harm or risk of harm to
others. How do we then define a situation where an individual loses their libido and feels guilty
enough to agree to sexual intercourse with their partner even if they do not want to? Engaging in
unwanted sex could potentially be distressing and harmful. It would not be far-fetched to imagine
a scenario where an individual no longer has a desire to have any sexual relationship with their
spouse but will occasionally engage in sexual activities out of a sense of obligation and duty, a
sacrifice for continuing the marriage. It may be possible that an individual participating in sexual
activities for this reason may actually dread having sex and could potentially develop avoidance
behaviors and anxiety surrounding sex. Similarly, a scenario where a woman has a severe case of
vaginismus and feels obligated to provide her husband with sex even though her pain is significant
would, unfortunately, be considered by many people to be ‘normal’ (Emlerstig et al., 2008).
Indeed, many women believe that coercion, non-consent, and violence are a normal part of sexual
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experiences (Sharman et al., 2024). It can be concluded that both normal and abnormal sexual
experiences can include distress and harm, which is incongruent with the APA’s and Nolen-
Hoeksema’s (2017) 4D’s definition.

To complicate the matter, an additional dimension to consider is the social and historical
context in which the behavior is situated. Perhaps there is some commonality among what cultures
would consider abnormal or alternative, however, researchers such as Marmor (1971) argue that
over time, it is clear that there is a high level of cultural relativity, sexual behaviors determined to
be ‘normal’ or ‘deviant’ vary widely across cultures and historical periods. Marmor (1971)
discusses how many beliefs (e.g., pre-marital sex, incest, virginity, celibacy, extra-marital affairs,
and marriage norms) surrounding sexual behaviors were shaped by the Medieval Church
throughout much of Europe. Marmor (1971) further states that human sexual behavior extends
beyond reproduction and is influenced by both biological drives and learned cultural cues as
humans are flexible and shaped by environmental and situation factors. An individual’s beliefs
surrounding sexual behaviors are modeled and shaped by the commonly held beliefs of the
historical-cultural point in time they lived through. Thus, ‘deviance’ and ‘normality’ go beyond
the action itself and include how others within a given cultural milieu feel about the action.

Nolen-Hoeksema’s (2017) 4D’s framework, the APA’s (2022) definition, and Marmor’s
(1971) definition all consider different factors in the determination of deviance or abnormality.
The APA’s definition includes interest in non-genital stimulation while Marmor’s definition
includes non-genital habitual sexual interest. Consider sexual partners interested in extreme cock
and tall torture (CBT)—not to be confused with Cognitive Behavioral Therapy. CBT involves a
large amount of interest, attention, and stimulation given to genitals. It would be unlikely that most
North Americans would consider extreme CBT to be ‘normal’ sex. Arguably, alternative sex can
and often does involve interest in genitals, however, the primary interest may potentially be
humiliation, playing with power (submission/dominance), sexual punishment, among other goals.
Thus, a more comprehensive definition would state that alternative sexual behaviors include
behaviors where one of the primary drivers of the behavior is interest derived from something
other than genitals.

To expand, both the APA (2022) and Marmor’s (1971) definitions state that paraphilic and
deviant sexual behaviors can often be considered as preferential sexual interests rather than intense
and persistent sexual interests. Thus, we can amend our definition to be that alternative sexual
behaviors are sexual behaviors where one of the primary drivers of the behavior is a preferential
target other than genitals, that may be, but not necessarily, intense and persistent in some
circumstances. A third dimension found in Nolen-Hoeksema’s (2017) 4D’s framework and the
APA’s (2022) definition is risk of harm to the individual exhibiting the sexual behavior, or to other
individuals, or to both the individual and others. Now, as discussed, sexual behaviors considered
‘normal’ may in fact have the potential to cause harm, however, within typical ‘normal’ sexual
behavior the harm is not consensual. This separates alternative sexual behaviors that can be
consensual (e.g., CBT, candle wax play, bodily fluids play, whipping, caning, spanking, bondage,
masochism, chastity) from non-consensual (e.g., pedophilia, rape [which, unfortunately, may not
be considered abnormal in some contexts], frotteurism) acts. This paper will focus on consensual
sexual behaviors.
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Accordingly, for this paper our definition of alternative behavior is: consensual sexual
practices characterized by one or more of the following: (1) statistical infrequency in the general
population, (2) departure from dominant cultural sexual scripts, (3) requirement for explicit
negotiation protocols beyond conventional consent, or (4) identification by practitioners as distinct
from mainstream sexual practices. Generally, these practices involve a preferential target other
than the genitals, and may, but not necessarily include (a) intense and persistent desire towards
preferential targets, and/or (b) consensual acts that carry a risk of harm to participants. It is
important to note that this definition also recognizes that the boundaries between ‘normative’ and
‘alternative’ are culturally and temporally contingent.

Erotic Negotiation

Erotic negotiation is a cornerstone of many alternative sexual practices, particularly within
certain fetish communities, where communication and consent are foundational to successful and
satisfying interactions. Meyer and Chen (2019) emphasize that erotic negotiation involves explicit
discussions between partners to establish boundaries, roles, and expectations. These conversations
often occur before any physical activity takes place and are critical for fostering trust and emotional
safety (Meyer & Chen, 2019). Similarly, Barker and colleagues (2008) highlight the importance
of pre-play negotiations in BDSM, where partners collaboratively determine the limits of their
interactions and the responsibilities each will assume during the encounter. This process not only
ensures that activities are consensual but also creates a shared sense of purpose and understanding,
which strengthens relational bonds. While we focus on sexual negotiation in this paper, it is
important to note that not all kink communities and BDSM scenes are inherently sexual and there
are asexual participants in these communities and scenes as well (Sloan, 2015; Winter-Gray &
Hayfield, 2019). While the focus of this paper is on the sexual aspect of these communities and
relationships, there is no reason to believe that the negotiations and communications of these
asexual individuals would not provide similar insights.

The process of erotic negotiation is intertwined with the navigation of power dynamics, and
the exploration of these power dynamics often leads to partners deepening their emotional
connections. Cutler and colleagues (2020) explore how couples in long-term BDSM relationships
use these negotiations to carefully delineate control and authority. Typically, control is mutually
defined, instead of imposed, creating a more equitable exchange that meets the desires of both
parties (Cutler et al., 2020). Williams and colleagues (2023) further illustrate this in their analysis
of pegging experiences, where couples negotiate gendered roles and power structures. Williams
and colleagues (2023) found that couples often engaged in open discussions about boundaries,
comfort levels, and expectations prior to attempting pegging, and this negotiation process was
described as essential to ensuring mutual consent and satisfaction. Additionally, participants
emphasized the need to discuss boundaries, comfort levels, and expectations beforehand to ensure
a safe and enjoyable experience (Williams et al., 2023). Similarly, Meyer and Chen (2019) found
that within BDSM dynamics, partners must typically engage in negotiations to allow individuals
to either compromise in a way that aligns with their preferences without alienating their partners
or explore the limits of their comfort zones. Through open and honest dialogue, partners are able
to redefine traditional expectations, enabling the safe exploration of power reversals and new
relationship dynamics.
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Other researchers have noted that alternative negotiations around sexual behaviors go
beyond mere logistics; they also serve as a means of fostering emotional intimacy. Brown and
colleagues (2020) found that couples who engage in BDSM often report higher levels of intimacy
and satisfaction due to the depth of communication required during negotiations. Specifically,
Baumeister (1997) looked at masochistic practices and found that the act of relinquishing control
in a consensual setting, as seen in masochistic practices, allows participants to confront their
vulnerabilities in a supportive environment. This exchange of trust deepens emotional connection,
as partners rely on each other to maintain safety and mutual satisfaction (Baumeister, 1997).
Moreover, Williams and colleagues (2023) established that practitioners of pegging were able to
explore new relationship dynamics as many men reported a sense of empowerment through
vulnerability and many women reported that pegging allowed them a unique sense of agency and
control.

Nevertheless, erotic negotiations are not limited to ensuring consent but also about
addressing broader relational and health-related concerns. Liboro and colleagues (2022) examined
negotiations among transgender men practicing alternative sexual behaviors and noted that these
discussions often incorporate considerations of sexual safety, particularly in HIV prevention. This
may also be attributed to HIV being viewed as a significant concern for men that have sex with
men. This negotiation also serves as a tool for ensuring safety and safety procedures. It would not
be far-fetched to assume that the explicit talks about safety, boundaries, limits, and agreed-upon
acts allows individuals to feel shielded from potential harms, which may lead to participants of
alternative sex feeling more confident and perhaps more vulnerable. Being vulnerable allows for
participants of alternative sex to open up in ways they may have not been able to if significant
negotiations did not take place.

Carty and Davidson (2024) argue these negotiations exist for normative sexual behaviors,
and that direct explicit communication that takes place during erotic negotiations is integral for
sexual satisfaction across all relationship types. Thus, it is not that negotiations do not take place
within more normative sexual relationships, it seems that engaging in alternative sexual behaviors
often requires more explicit and more concrete discussions about where the line is drawn.
Conversely, ‘normal’ sexual behaviors may be more informed by solidified sexual scripts that tell
us when, how, and with whom to have sex and how to feel about these sexual encounters (Gagnon,
1990; Gagnon & Simon, 1973). Moreover, although consent is often explicit among practitioners
of alternative sex, it can still be flexible. Tarleton and colleagues (2025) examined how consent is
established, maintained, and negotiated among BDSM practitioners. The researchers found that
consent is a fundamental principle within BDSM relationships and often formalized through
negotiation, contracts, and explicit discussions before engaging in any activities (Tarleton et al.,
2025). However, Tarleton and colleagues (2025) argue that consent norms are strong but not
entirely rigid as negotiations are revisited, revised, dynamic, and personalized to specific
interactions and contexts. This contextual flexibility of consent norms can ensure that partners
remain comfortable but creates challenges in enforcing consent norms which can lead to
intentional and accidental consent violations (Tarleton et al., 2025). Although alternative sex
practitioners may still experience violations, their focus on ongoing communication and adapting
agreements challenges the common view of consent as a one-time act.
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The process of erotic negotiation is thus a multifaceted experience that enables partners to
explore their desires safely, navigate power dynamics, and deepen sexual partners’ emotional
connectivity. It is a collaborative process that underscores the importance of communication and
mutual respect in achieving intimacy in both alternative and traditional relationships. The research
highlights the sophisticated framework within the alternative sex community for managing
boundaries and power dynamics, practices which ensure participant safety and satisfaction.
Additionally, this framework for negotiations may provide lessons that could inform our societal
approaches to consent, relational ethics, and sexual health procedures.

Power Dynamics

Interconnected with the negotiation of alternative sexual behavior are power dynamics,
which are often consented to and agreed upon during negotiations. Power dynamics are a central
and defining feature of many alternative sexual practices, including BDSM (i.e., bondage and
discipline, dominance and submission, and sadism and masochism; De Neef et al., 2019), pegging
(i.e., one person penetrating the anus of another with a strap-on dildo; Aguilar., 2017), femdom
(i.e., feminine domination; Fennell, 2023), CBT (i.e., cock and ball torture; Tiemstra & Decision,
2014) , sounding (i.e., urethral insertion; Tewksbury et al., 2019), and other fetish practices.

In BDSM relationships, power is deliberately exchanged with partners assuming dominant
and submissive roles based on mutual agreements that enhance emotional connection and
satisfaction (Brown et al., 2020; Faccio et al., 2014; Meyer & Chen, 2019) Moreover, Meyer and
Chen (2019) highlight in their research that the power dynamics at play exist outside the bedroom
and often influence broader relational structures like decision-making. The authors argue that
balancing these power dynamics requires explicit communication and mutual respect to ensure
imbalances are agreed-upon rather than imposed (Meyer & Chen, 2019). Likewise, Barker and
colleagues (2008) argue that these power dynamics provide a framework for trust and intimacy
because the deliberate surrender or assertion of power is rooted in consent and communication.
Additionally, Meyer and Chen (2019) maintain that the ability to delineate power roles in both
sexual and non-sexual contexts allow couples to maintain relational harmony. Barker and
colleagues (2008) suggest that the relational harmony achieved is due to the sexual power
dynamics at play often mirroring broader relational power struggles outside of sexual contexts.
Similarly, Cutler and colleagues (2020) concluded that power dynamics will often extend beyond
sexual play, informing practitioners how to provide practical and emotional support for one
another. These findings demonstrate how power dynamics within alternative sexual practices
function as a tool for intimacy and as a model for managing relational structures outside of sex,
extending the benefits of their sex lives into non-sexual aspects of their relationships.

For non-practitioners of alternative sexual behaviors, having imbalances in power
dynamics may come off as unfair and even abusive. Of course, if any of the sexual acts are outside
what was agreed upon, alternative power dynamics can be abusive as well. Pitagora (2016) clarifies
that relationships with negotiated power dynamics within the alternative sex community are
materially different from abusive relationships. While alternative sexual relationships involve
consensual and pre-arranged power exchanges, abusive relationships are characterized by
manipulation, unwanted humiliation, and intimate partner violence including coercive control and
psychological aggression (AbiNader et al., 2023). Similar to Pitagora’s (2016) view on power
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dynamics, Liboro and colleagues (2022) investigated the power dynamics of transgender men who
have sex with men within the context of kink practices and found that power is negotiated with the
express purpose of ensuring safety, especially when there are health concerns such as HIV. The
researchers highlight that within these power dynamics, power in and of itself is not typically
purely dominance for the sake of dominance, but about creating an environment where both parties
feel secure and respected (Liboro et al., 2022). Power dynamics in alternative sexual relationships
differ fundamentally from those in abusive relationships because they are rooted in mutual consent
and intentional negotiation. These dynamics prioritize safety, respect, and satisfaction, contrasting
sharply with coercion and harm that define abusive relationships. Additionally, they differ from
normative sexual relationships, as they play with imbalances within relational power dynamics,
which allows practitioners to explore themselves and sex in new ways, become vulnerable to new
kinds of intimacy, and often help inform problem solving and relational dynamics outside of their
sex lives.

Williams and colleagues (2023) expand on a unique kind of vulnerability and intimacy that
occurs within the pegging community. According to the researchers, pegging involves a reversal
of traditional normative sexual roles, with female participants gaining a sense of agency and male
participants willingly adopting a submissive role (Williams et al., 2023). The authors argue that
the practice of pegging allows couples to redefine traditional expectations of masculinity and
femininity, which constructs a shared understanding of power, ensuring these power dynamics
remain enriching for both parties (Williams et al., 2023). Comparably, Zamboni (2017)
investigated power dynamics and constructed roles within the context of adult baby/diaper lovers
(ABDL). Zamboni (2017) contends that the ABDL community consists of exploring caregiving
and dependency roles, which involves a delicate balance of control and nurturing. One partner
typically adopts an infantile role that embraces vulnerability, with the other partner adopting a
caregiving role (Zamboni, 2017). Power in ABDL relationships is framed as a collaborative
process that fosters emotional intimacy. Moreover, Brown and colleagues (2020) provided a
similar viewpoint for the BDSM community, arguing that power exchanges are characterized by
their intentionality, with clearly defined roles, limits, expectations, and provide participants
opportunities for trust building and self-expression. Alternative sexual practices like pegging,
ABDL, and BDSM emphasize the intentional negotiation of roles, where control and vulnerability
are adjusted to facilitate exploration, challenge traditional norms, foster emotional intimacy, and
create deeper relational connections through mutual understanding and self-expression.

Role of Fetishes and Preferences

One pathway that may illuminate the benefits of alternative sexual experiences is through
examination of the reasons individuals begin to engage in them. Mundy and Cieo (2019) explored
the relationship between paraphilic interests, sex, and satisfaction and found that individuals who
could engage in their sexual interest consensually and without judgment reported higher levels of
sexual satisfaction. The researchers determined that some of the reasons individuals begin to
explore those sexual interests are to provide themselves with an outlet for self-expression, and to
help align their sexual activities with their desires (Mundy & Cieo, 2019). Mundy and Cieo (2019)
also concluded that the ability to discuss and negotiate alternative sex was critical for relational
satisfaction, and reported stronger emotional bonds, more fulfilling relationships, and reduced
stress if their partner was supportive. Similarly, Baumeister (1997) argued that fetishes such as
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masochism serve multiple purposes such as expression of sexual desire, and as a mechanism for
emotional release and relational intimacy. Moreover, Baumeister (1997) posits that engaging in
masochistic practices allows people to temporarily escape the pressures of self-hood and societal
expectations by surrendering control.

Another fetish that engages in escape from the ‘usual’ self and societal expectations is
ABDL. Zamboni (2017) examined the motivations of practitioners and concluded that ABDL
participants derived emotional satisfaction and comfort from role-playing scenarios that involved
caregiving and dependency. Zamboni (2017) argued that this fetish is about creating nurturing
environments and a sense of vulnerability, which results in strong relational bonds. Analogously,
Brown and colleagues (2020) determined that sexual preferences often serve psychological and
relational functions, such as building trust, exploring vulnerability, or reinforcing emotional
connection. The researchers argue that fetishes are highly personalized and require negotiation to
ensure they align to the needs and boundaries of participants (Brown et al., 2020). This reasoning
is also highlighted by Marmer (1971) who argued that alternative sexual preferences should be
recognized as natural variations of sexual expression.

Arguably, many alternative sexual practices provide participants with a framework and
script of how to meet each other’s sexual, emotional, and relational needs. These frameworks not
only allow for the exploration of unique desires but also facilitate deeper emotional connections
and relational satisfaction through intentional communication and mutual understanding. By
providing a structured approach to vulnerability, trust, and self-expression, fetishes and alternative
practices challenge traditional notions of sexual relationships, emphasizing the diversity and
complexity of human intimacy. Recognizing these practices as valid and meaningful forms of
sexual expression enables a more inclusive understanding of the ways individuals navigate and
fulfill their emotional and relational needs.

Societal Stigma & Misunderstanding

As discussed earlier, there is cultural and contextual variability in the acceptance of
alternative practices. Perhaps over time, more cultures will shift to accept more alternative
practices, resulting in them becoming ‘normal’. Marmor (1971) highlighted how cultural cues and
environmental factors shape individuals’ beliefs about what constitutes acceptable or deviant
sexual behavior, underscoring that sexual norms are not universal but are instead deeply rooted in
specific cultural and temporal contexts, challenging rigid categorizations of alternative practices.
Individuals who engage in practices deemed deviant may end up carrying a stigma. Pescosolido
and Martin describe stigma as, “a deeply discrediting attribute”; “mark of shame”; “mark of
oppression”; and “devolved social identity” (2015, p. 92). Stigmatized individuals are devalued
through the conferring of labels and through stereotyping (Pescosolido & Martin, 2015).

The level of stigma attached to alternative sexual practices can affect the potential benefits
afforded to practitioners. In their systematic review of BDSM, Brown and colleagues (2020)
explored how cultural norms and attitudes shape the perception of BDSM, highlighting that BDSM
is more accepted in Western societies, allowing practitioners to experience greater social
acceptance and access to supportive communities. Conversely, in more conservative cultures and
societies, BDSM 1is frequently stigmatized and viewed as deviant, resulting in practitioners
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engaging in BDSM in secret (Brown et al., 2020). Even in more accepting cultures, different
identities can impact the perceived taboo and social support of these behaviors; for example,
heterosexual practitioners of BDSM tend to receive more social support than LGBTQ+ BDSM
practitioners (Boyd-Rogers & Maddox, 2022). The authors argue that cultural context influences
not only the visibility of BDSM practices but also the ways in which individuals negotiate consent,
safety, and boundaries. Vilkin and Sprott (2021) make a similar argument regarding consensual
non-monogamy (CNM), arguing that cultural and contextual factors shape motivations and
experiences within polyamorous and open relationships. The researchers argue that individualistic
cultures are more likely to view CNM as a personal choice, while collectivist cultures are more
likely to view CNM as immoral (Vilkin & Sprott, 2021). Moreover, the researchers reason that
CNM practitioners often must negotiate how they participate in CNM based on their specific
cultural norms on gender, family, marriage, jealousy, and fidelity, causing immense pressure to
conform to monogamy (Vilkin & Sprott, 2021). Conley and colleagues (2018) found that societal
disapproval led CNM practitioners to face heightened stigma and relational strain, critically
shaping how CNM relationships are experienced and perceived.

Many other researchers have found that significant harm can be derived from the stigma
and misconception of alternative sexual practices. Williams and colleagues (2023) discuss how
pegging is misconceptualized by society, which equates being penetrated with homosexuality and
emasculation. The authors emphasize how this results in shame or hesitation to begin exploring
pegging (Williams et al., 2023). Liboro and colleagues (2022) contend that the stigma faced by
transgender individuals and alternative sexual practices compound and create additional barriers
for transgender individuals seeking acceptance. Brewer and colleagues (2024) claim that societal
misconceptions often conflate BDSM with intimate partner violence, marginalizing the experience
of practitioners and diminishing the value of their relationships. Additionally, these
misconceptions can isolate youth by discouraging them from seeking support and/or openly
discussing their practices (Brown et al., 2024). Similarly, Pitagora (2016) asserts that due to the
stigma of alternative sexual practices, practitioners often will have stronger communication and
consent practices to ensure their behavior is not equated with coercion. Furthermore, Zamboni
(2017) highlights how ABDL behaviors are often misunderstood as signs of immaturity or
psychological dysfunction rather than consensual expressions of trust and vulnerability. Therapists
are not immune from subscribing to these stigmas and misunderstanding, as Barker and colleagues
(2008) found that many therapists lack education into alternative sexual practices, resulting in the
pathologization of consensual practices and creating a barrier for practitioners seeking affirming
support.

Stigma and misconceptions are consistently identified as a significant barrier for
individuals engaging in alternative sexual practices. Whether rooted in societal bias, lack of
understanding, or cultural taboos, these stigmas contribute to marginalization and hinder open
discussion and acceptance of alternative sexual practices.

Intersectionality
Intersectionality plays a pivotal role in shaping the experiences of individuals engaged in

alternative sexual practices, as it highlights the ways overlapping identities such as race, gender,
sexual orientation, and socioeconomic status interact with societal structures and cultural norms.
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Researchers like Damm and colleagues (2018) emphasize how marginalized identities within
BDSM communities face compounded stigma and structural inequities, while Liboro and
colleagues (2022) explore how transgender men navigate the dual challenges of gender identity
and kink-related stigma. Similarly, Brewer and colleagues (2024) illustrate how gender and sexual
minority youth experience heightened vulnerabilities to discrimination and intimate partner
violence within the context of BDSM. Hammack and colleagues (2019) extend these discussions
to queer relationships, demonstrating how intersecting factors like race, class, and gender identity
influence relational dynamics and intimacy. Together, these studies underscore the necessity of
recognizing intersectionality to better understand the challenges and complexities faced by
practitioners of alternative sexual behaviors, as well as the need for inclusive and supportive
frameworks in both social and therapeutic contexts.

Therapeutic Implications

What are the responsibilities for clinicians who have practitioners of alternative sexual
practices as clients, considering clinicians are often the individuals that label behaviors as
abnormal, subsequently pathologizing those behaviors? Nichols (2005) argues that many
therapists bring their own biases into therapy sessions, overtly or through pathologizing alternative
sexual practices, which reinforces the stigma and misunderstandings regarding consensual kinks.
Nichols (2005) emphasizes that therapists need to explore their own biases and assumptions and
encourages them to validate the experiences of practitioners in order to assist them in navigating
any relational or societal challenges they may encounter.

Many researchers also reached similar conclusions, that clinicians must put aside their
assumptions of alternative sexual practices and take the time to learn about the communities their
clients belong to. Barker and colleagues (2008) maintained that therapists must adopt a non-
pathologizing and affirmative approach when working with clients, while simultaneously
recognizing their sexual practices as a valid and healthy form of expression. Additionally, the
researchers concluded that therapists must educate themselves on the dynamics of relationships
involving alternative sexual practices to avoid imposing harmful biases (Barker et al., 2008).
Pitagora (2016) makes a similar argument, stating that therapists must understand the nuances of
consensual power exchanges to avoid labelling healthy alternative sexual practices as abusive.
Pitagora (2016) maintains that therapists must approach unorthodox relationships with an open
mind and consider the negotiation framework often inherent in BDSM and other kinks as a starting
point for assisting clients in fostering healthier communication and boundary-setting. Ultimately,
embracing a non-judgmental and informed approach allows therapists to provide more effective
and inclusive support, empowering clients to navigate their relationships and sexual practices with
confidence.

Liboro and colleagues (2022) take it a step further and argue that the deliberate negotiation
process emblematic of most practitioners of alternative sexual practices is strikingly similar to
some therapeutic processes such as boundary-setting and functional communication. The
researchers maintain that by recognizing these parallels, therapists can utilize the skills clients
already use in their sexual dynamics and help apply them to other relational or personal challenges
(Liboro et al., 2022). Thus, the skills and processes observed in alternative sexual practice
relationships may serve as a model for all clients that the therapist encounters. We are not implying
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that therapists should encourage or push their clients into these practices, but, rather, that the
practices of explicit negotiations, direct communication, and other strengths gleaned from these
communities should be encouraged among those with more traditional sexual appetites as well.

Additionally, Liboro and colleagues (2022) argue that therapists must become culturally
competent and have the ability to consider the importance of inclusive therapy and the
intersectionality of identities of alternative sexual practices practitioners. Otherwise, clinicians will
limit their effectiveness in providing support that validates the experiences of their clients.
Likewise, Brewer and colleagues (2024) supported the idea of therapists using parallels between
their work and alternative sexual practices, such as explicit consent and clear communication, to
foster agency and safety in sessions. Moreover, Brewer and colleagues (2024) put forth the
argument that there is a significant need for trauma informed care and affirming spaces, especially
when working with gender and sexual minority youth as they are more susceptible to societal
stigma. Furthermore, Sill (2023) subscribes to the belief that alternative sexual practices such as
consent and communication models are valuable when integrated into therapy as it supports clients
in navigating relational and sexual challenges. By acknowledging and integrating the parallels
between therapeutic processes and alternative sexual dynamics, therapists can foster greater
inclusivity, cultural competence, and affirming care, which assists clients in navigating their
identities and relationships.

Clinicians who do not challenge their own biases are liable to cause actual harm to their
clients. Illustrating this point, Sill (2023) found that clients reported feeling misunderstood or
judged by therapists who lacked knowledge about alternative sexual practices or about queer
identities. Meyer and Chen (2019) argued that therapists working with mixed-orientation
relationships (relationships dynamics that include at least one individual who identifies as a
practitioner of alternative sexual practices and at least one individual who does not identify as a
practitioner of alternative sexual practices) must be able to address the differences in preferences
without judgment or risk harming relational intimacy. Supporting this argument, Mundy and Cieo
(2019) found that societal attitudes and personal shame can interfere with practitioners’ ability to
embrace their preferences, which can potentially lead to distress or relational challenges.
Therapists who fail to challenge their biases and validate alternative sexual preferences risk
undermining the therapeutic relationship and exacerbating the distress and relational challenges
their clients may already face. While individual therapists should be responsible for continually
monitoring and confronting their own biases, more education on how to support individuals in a
sex-positive way across various domains and clinical settings is needed.

Limitations, Research Gaps, & Future Research Direction

This review is intentionally focused rather than comprehensive, prioritizing depth of
analysis over breadth of coverage. We selected literature that best illuminates the transferable
relational skills and frameworks rather than attempting exhaustive coverage of all alternative
sexual practices research. While we can learn a lot from these relationships, the existing research
has limitations. Many studies disproportionately focus on Western, White, and cisgender
participants, which limits the generalizability of findings to more diverse populations. This focus
is unsurprising given that it was found that 96% of participants in research studies published in the
top psychology journals were from Western industrialized nations, nations which make up 12% of
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the world’s population (Henrich et al., 2010). Thus, it is difficult to generalize any of these findings
to populations that have not been studied. Additionally, many studies within this area used small
and niche sample populations, such as BDSM practitioners or participants in specific fetishes and
rely on self-report data, which introduces potential biases affecting accuracy and depth of findings.
However, self-report may be the only viable method for collecting data about private experiences.

Longitudinal research is needed to understand the sustainability, benefits, and challenges
of relationships that include alternative sexual practices. There is limited research on how
intersecting identities such as race, socioeconomic status, gender, and ability shape experiences
within alternative sexual communities. Additionally, while there were many articles focusing on
BDSM, other alternative sexual practices are underexplored, and for some fetishes there was no
research available. More research is needed to understand these communities and their relational
and psychological dynamics.

Many studies focus on individual experiences, with less attention paid to long-term
relational outcomes, particularly in mixed-orientation or polyamorous relationships. Moreover,
more research focus is required to highlight the broader societal impacts of stigma on practitioners
including influences on their mental health, access to resources, and their relational dynamics with
family and friends. Additionally, research on how therapists can better integrate alternative sexual
practices into therapeutic models is limited. Specific strategies for addressing bias, leveraging
client’s relational skills, and fostering inclusivity need further exploration. Studies addressing
health-related risks and prudent strategies is limited, especially for marginalized groups like
transgender individuals. Furthermore, more research is needed to identify the specific mechanisms,
both biological and psychological, that contribute to the reported relational benefits of alternative
sexual practices.

Theoretical Contributions and Implications

While previous research has typically examined individual alternative sexual practices in
isolation, our review and synthesis reveals common underlying processes (e.g., explicit
negotiation, consensual power exchange, and structured vulnerability) that operate across diverse
practices. This suggests these are not merely disparate “alternative” behaviors but represent
sophisticated relationship strategies with shared foundational principles. Moreover, our analysis
moves beyond descriptive accounts of what occurs in these communities to theorize how the skills
developed in alternative sexual practices transfer to “mainstream’ relationships. While others have
noted strong communication in specific kink communities, we explicitly articulate how these
negotiation frameworks provide a replicable template for enhancing consent, boundary-setting,
and emotional intimacy across all relationship types. The explicit communication protocols, power
negotiation strategies, and vulnerability management techniques developed in these communities
offer concrete tools that can strengthen any romantic partnership.

Furthermore, this review bridges the gap between descriptive research on alternative sexual
practices and prescriptive implications for clinical practice. Existing literature often stops at
describing these practices without connecting to therapeutic applications, while we provide a
concrete framework for how clinicians can integrate these relationship skills into practice while
avoiding pathologization. We move the conversation from ‘what do these communities do’ to ‘how
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can these insights improve therapeutic outcomes’ by identifying specific parallels between
therapeutic processes and alternative sexual negotiation practices. Perhaps most significantly, our
review reveals that the benefits attributed to alternative sexual practices may stem less from the
specific sexual acts themselves and more from the relational infrastructure these communities have
developed around consent, communication, and negotiated vulnerability. This reframing shifts
focus from the behaviors to the underlying relationship dynamics, making the lessons more
universally applicable and less dependent on engagement with specific sexual practices.

Conclusion

Alternative sexual practices offer valuable lessons in communication, consent, and
relational flexibility. By examining the experiences of practitioners, this paper demonstrates how
these practices can foster deep emotional intimacy and relational satisfaction through the
negotiation of boundaries, power, and vulnerability. While societal stigma and methodological
limitations persist, expanding research to include diverse voices and underexplored fetishes is
crucial for a more inclusive understanding of human sexuality. In doing so, we can uncover the
potential benefits of these practices for improving intimacy, enhancing communication, and
promoting relational growth in all types of relationships.
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