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ABSTRACT

The 2026 Positive Sexuality Conference focused on the theme of “Positive Sexuality
Reflects Professional Ethics.” Presentations reflected the ethics of therapy, counseling, and
teaching, as well as professional sex work, crossovers between professional identities and
personal, sexual identities, and BDSM interactions. This summary provides an overview of
some of the highlights and key points discussed during the conference.
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Introduction

The theme for the 2026 Positive Sexuality Conference (SexPosCon) was “Positive
Sexuality Reflects Professional Ethics.” We constructed this as a call to any profession, as well
as student and community member interactions, that reflected a need for or demonstrated an
example of ethical situations that should be discussed, especially around the topic of sexuality.
We were pleased to receive dozens of proposals reflecting on the ethics of therapy, counseling,
and teaching, as well as professional sex work, crossovers between professional identities and
personal, sexual identities, and BDSM interactions. A wide range of academic backgrounds were
represented, including philosophy, sociology, social work, and psychology. In this summary we
hope to provide you with an overview of some of the highlights as well as focus on some key
points discussed during the conference around the intersection of professional ethics and positive
sexuality. We used a double-blind review process to choose presenters who not only fit the main
topic criteria, but also represented a wide range of identities, both personally and professionally.

The conference itself was entirely virtual, and scheduled to support the Eastern United
States, the United Kingdom, and Western European time zones as best as possible. Although
several of our conferences have been held in person, we made the decision to hold this one
virtually based on many factors, including the regions represented by the potential presenters.

Most sessions were scheduled to include three short, 15-minute Ted Talk-like
presentations with a shared question and answer period at the end of the session. Each day of the
conference also featured a one-hour workshop that all registered attendees could attend. This was
a similar structure to our face-to-face conferences, wherein we value the opportunity for all
presentations to be made available to all guests, rather than forcing guests to choose between
presentations, and thus missing large portions of the conference. Our face-to-face conferences
also are scheduled to encourage socialization and networking, which we attempted to replicate
digitally as best as possible by creating a Discord space that could be accessed and used by
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attendees to engage with one another socially as well as continue conference discussions beyond
the allotted time for presentations. This space remains open for people to share thoughts related
to the conference, as well as a social space for like-minded scholars and community members.

Session Summaries

The first session began with a focus on ethical considerations that practicing clinicians
might encounter in their work, and how to navigate ethical challenges while still upholding the
dignity of the clinician-client relationship. Dr. Sha’Rose Erion’s talk, “An Erotic Boundary:
Transforming Attraction from Liability to Ethical Learning,” focused on the reframing of erotic
transference and countertransference from a narrative of avoidance and silence, to one of self-
acknowledgment and professional growth. By being honest and non-judgmental with oneself
about feelings, being open with supervisors and peer groups (but not with the client themselves),
and creating insight from the experience, erotic (counter)transference can be used as a tool to
help clinicians better help their clients. Similarly, Dr. Jarred Martin’s “Reckoning with One’s
Own Ethical Failures in Intimate Care: Aftercare, Accountability, and the Scholar-Subject in
Kink Research,” which builds on recent work published in the journal (Martin, 2025), asks
researchers to consider the responsibility they have towards their subjects, expanding the
definition of aftercare to research activities and clinical practice. Ariel Pliskin’s “Drafting Your
Ethics Statement: Positive Sexuality in Practice” complicates the clinician-client relationship by
acknowledging the multiple spaces that kink-participant clinicians and clients may share, and
recommends incorporating clear guidelines and boundaries into contracts and practices that
acknowledge these shared spaces while keeping confidentiality and dignity of both parties. These
presentations stress that ethical guidelines can never be fully fixed, but are necessarily dynamic
and shaped by individual relationships.

We specifically chose our keynote speakers based on their ethics-focused scholarship as
well as their intersecting identities. Dr. Johnathan Flowers, from California State University
Northridge’s philosophy department, was an easy choice for this conference. Given that
philosophy itself is often focused on discussing ethics, Dr. Flowers’ research specifically
intersects with sexuality, sexual identities, feminism, disability, and African American history. He
chose to focus his keynote on Audre Lorde and the idea of a “professional eros,” acknowledging
ways in which the erotic can serve as a force across professional relationships. This was a theme
that resonated throughout the conference, and was referenced several times during other
presentations.

One of the larger sub-themes that ran through the conference was the extra care that kink-
informed professionals are often required to demonstrate. Aidan Andreas Sunassee’s first
presentation, “Healing Through Trauma Play: An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of
Participants’ Personal Narratives,” illustrated the importance of guiding someone through trauma
play in a responsible and healing-promoting manner: setting clear consent and communication
boundaries, minimizing risk of retraumatization, and consistent aftercare. In a related vein, in
their presentation “When Sex Isn’t Positive: Disgust, Stigma, and Unthinkable Desire,” Mia
Action reminds us to always be aware of how preconceived notions of what is ‘disgusting’ can
affect how we provide care to others, and to continue to educate ourselves about how we can
disentangle the unappealing from the unsafe. Paul J. Dohearty’s “Was that my Therapist at the
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Gloryhole?: Examining possible ethical and boundary issues in kink and sex positive spaces”
explored the potential conflicts that kinky therapists may run into when working with kinky
patients (in a professional capacity) but also seeing them at community events—and what might
happen when professional and personal lives overlap. Dohearty emphasized the personhood of
both client and therapist, while still maintaining boundaries through clear communication and
documentation. Each of these presentations stressed that professional ethics moves beyond mere
institutional guidelines, but involves caring for both yourself and those around you in ways that
respect personhood.

But how do we care? Part of what makes kink-informed work so ethically challenging is
that it requires a constant reassessment, on the part of those who are providing the care, of their
own beliefs and values. Mistress Audry Lu Black’s workshop “Owning Forbidden Desires —
Person Centering Taboo” asked participants to consider what makes something ‘taboo,” and how
that ‘taboo’ is reinforced by both social and self-behaviors. Much of what individuals consider
‘taboo,’ for example, is not necessarily based on social values, but stems from an individual’s
fear that crossing a taboo line would lead to stigmatization and ostracization. Borrowing from
Carl Rogers’ humanistic psychology approach and Didier Anzieu’s skin-ego theory, Black asked
participants to challenge those ideas, instead re-scripting that fear as a place of self-exploration
and personal boundary-pushing. As Black stated at the end of her talk, “when taboo is
approached with consent, curiosity, and empathy, the forbidden becomes a site of self-knowledge
rather than shame.”

Part of the ethical responsibility of care, then, is understanding how taboos of the self—
the self-imposed restrictions we place on ourselves and others that stem from in our own local
communities, and the restrictions placed onto us from others—affect how we engage with
ourselves and the world, and how they might inform our own ethical values. Understanding that
these taboos are not ‘ours,’ but rather imposed on us, provides avenues for liberation. Noting that
BIPOC and the differently-abled are significantly underrepresented in literature on BDSM and
kink, Dr. Shveta Mittal’s “Kinky Krossroads: Developing Cultural Humility with BIPOC
Clients” detailed specific challenges that BIPOC kinksters faced in kink communities, including
overt racism and exclusion, non-consensual objectification based on racial identification, and
such microaggressions as claims of being too ‘sensitive’ to perceived slights. Similarly, Jeremiah
Gibson and Julia Postema’s “Deconstruction: The Ethics of Sex Therapy with Active or Former
Participants of Christian Nationalism” details the complexities of developing a clinical
relationship with clients who are currently, or who have in the past been, part of a Christian
Nationalist community. Seeking sex therapy often leads to deconstruction of previously- and
fervently-held ideologies on the part of the client, and both therapists and clients have to be able
to navigate the consequences of that deconstruction. Debra Pascali-Bonaro’s “Orgasmic Birth:
Reclaiming Pleasure, Autonomy, and Ethics in Childbirth” shows the potential of unifying two
seemingly disparate experiences: sexual pleasure through orgasm and childbirth. Despite the
social separation between the two, Pascali-Bonaro demonstrates how both can be united in a
singular experience of love and pleasure.

The second day began with demonstrations of professional ethics in practice by creating

quality research and desirable outcomes. The session began with the recipients of the
conference’s Dr. James & Veronica Elias Student Research Award, Iris Ryn Olson and Kiana S.
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Cummings, presenting their work on “The Affinity of Breeding Kinks: Using Qualitative
Methods to Create a Community Definition Around Core Concepts of Sexual Practice.” Using an
affinity-clustering method, where individual data is grouped into related categories that show
larger-scale relationships among themes, Olson and Cummings identified common discussion
themes among people with self-identified breeding kinks: relationships between bodily fluids
and intimacy/closeness, overlays with additional kinks and power dynamics, and affinities with
other bodily changes (such as pregnancy). Aidan Andreas Sunassee’s “Programming the Self:
TPE, Neuroplasticity, and the Reconstructed Submissive Identity” reimagined ‘brainwashing’ as
a successful therapeutic modality that, most importantly, stresses the consent and power of the
participant in the process. By setting clear boundaries throughout the entire process, creating
clear daily and weekly schedules, and incorporating the experiences and feedback of the
participant into developing future protocols, elements of consensual mind control can be
reframed as a therapeutic tool that helps process trauma, anxiety, and lack of self-confidence.
Monique Starr’s “Desirability Politics, Fetishism, and Their Impacts on Sex, Identity, and Digital
Spaces” examined the violence sociohistoricially enacted on ‘non-desirable’ bodies (especially
bodies of size and Black bodies), and how digital spaces reinforce negative attitudes and lack of
representation of non-desirable bodies, often reducing them to mere objects to be non-
consensually fetishized. Starr asks us—especially those of use who inhabit historically-
privileged bodies—to examine our own roles in this process, and how we can co-create spaces
(both digital and in-person) that reinforce the dignity and mutual respect of all bodies.

The keynote speaker for the second day of the conference, Dr. Carmen Yau, was also an
easy choice for this conference. One of our conference committee members had engaged with
her at another conference previously and suggested we attempt to bring her in as a keynote for
the Positive Sexuality Conference. Situated at the University of London, Dr. Yau’s main research
interests reflect her personal engagements with disability-affirmative sex education, restorative
justice in domestic and sexual violence, and the intersections of kink/BDSM and disability, to
name just a few. Her keynote focused on this last topic, discussing fetish, kink, and disabled
sexualities, reframing how one may experience one’s disabilities through the lens of BDSM and
kink, and allowing this to empower and transform oneself and self-identity. These themes were
also referenced many times throughout the conference, and resonated with many attendees who
had similar experiences.

Some of Dr. Yau’s insights were expanded upon in a workshop hosted by Treasure Affia,
“The Ethics of Cultural Translation in Sexuality Education: Whose Knowledge Counts?”
Working from the basis that most sexuality education treats traditional Western frameworks as
normative, Affia asked us, as sexuality educators, to deeply examine our own preconceived
notions and beliefs about what we teach and how we teach it. Drawing on the distinction
between cultural sensitivity and cultural justice, Affia led the audience through a series of
exercises that give sexuality educators tools to ensure that cultural justice is fully upheld in their
work. These tools include identifying who curricula is aimed towards (and who is excluded),
whose knowledge is incorporated into curricula, how to teach consent that addresses both
individual choice and structural barriers, incorporating multiple definitions of pleasure, and co-
creating meaning through reflection and community participation. Ultimately, by keeping these
tools in mind, sexuality educators can continue to contribute to greater liberation for all.
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Our next session incorporated concrete ways of doing the above. Aubri Lancaster’s talk,
“Asexuality and Sexual Attitudes: Distinguishing Cultural Values from Personal Interest,”
brought attention to the distinction between cultural and personal attitudes towards sexual
activity, which often get conflated in the literature surrounding asexuality. Lancaster cautions us
against equating general cultural attitudes around sex (whether we are sex-positive, sex-negative,
or sex-neutral) with personal attitudes (whether we personally would engage in sexual activity or
not); in doing so, Lancaster allows for the development of a framework that captures asexuality
in all of its nuances. Similarly, in her talk “Can you... Do it?: An Exploration of Sex and
Disability,” Samantha Slawson problematized the idea of ‘disability’ by noting all of the ways in
which numerous helping professions stereotype, and only provide certain types of care to,
disabled individuals. Disabled individuals are often infantilized, seen as non-sexual beings, and
treated as a ‘walking symptom’ rather than a complex individual capable of feeling and pleasure.
Slawson encourages sexuality educators to incorporate numerous ways of experiencing pleasure
that both include, and in some ways center, the disabled body.

The final session included an ethical discussion of Al use and its connections to sex work,
by Emily LaRosa. Dr. LaRosa posed the question of whether “machines” can simulate intimacy,
and what happens when we use apps like ChatGPT or other similar devices to create intimacy
rather than encounters with actual people. She discussed that these devices might be able to
replicate some aspects of intimate human relationships, and may be helpful to those who are
disabled, unable to find a partner, or would like to practice verbal sexual engagement before
actually being intimate with another human. Still, these devices cannot actually replicate real
human experiences, especially sexual experiences, because of the inherent biases that are built
into such systems, forcing an algorithm that is always compliant and willing rather than the
nuanced and unique reactions one would expect from human encounters. Dr. LaRosa concluded
that such applications should complement human interactions rather than supplant them, and that
stakeholders should have more input into the design, use, and regulation of such devices.

The very last presentation in the final session was an open discussion on positive
sexuality and professional ethics, led by Andrew Pari. Highlights from the conference were
discussed, as well as proposed future topics that the theme inspired in the remaining attendees.

We thank the presenters and attendees and hope everyone enjoyed the presentations, and
hopefully left with some new information and skills.
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