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What Is So Appealing About Being Spanked, Flogged, Dominated, or Restrained?
Answers from Practitioners of Sexual Masochism/Submission
Frédérike Labrecque, Audrey Potz, Émilie Larouche, and Christian C. Joyal

Department of Psychology, University of Québec at Trois-Rivières

ABSTRACT
A growing number of studies have demonstrated that BDSM (Bondage/Discipline-Domination
/Submission-Sadism/Masochism) practices are not signs of mental illness. However, the reasons for
engaging in such behaviors are not well understood, especially for sexual masochism or submission
(m/s). A thorough review of the literature was conducted, as well as a search in Internet forums and an
online survey to obtain testimonies that provide information on the origins of interest in m/s and the
reasons for engaging in it. A qualitative content analysis was performed on narratives from 227 m/s
practitioners. Sixteen themes emerged from this analysis, eight related to the origins of interest in m/s
and eight to the reasons for engaging in m/s. The origins described were seen as either intrinsic or
extrinsic. Reasons to engage in m/s were related to one of three main types of activities: use of
interpersonal power; experiencing physical pain; and altering one’s state of mind. These results concord
with accounts found in non-academic books and small-scale studies suggesting that m/s interests are
often present early in life and usually practiced to reach an altered state of mind associated with sexual
arousal. Possible reasons for choosing m/s over more common means of mind alteration are discussed.

Introduction

The relation of love to pain is one of the most difficult problems,
and yet one of the most fundamental, in the whole range of sexual
psychology. Why is it that love inflicts, and seeks to inflict, pain?
Why is it that love suffers pain, and even seeks to suffer it? In
answering that question, it seems to me, we have to take an
apparently circuitous route, sometimes going beyond the ostensi-
ble limits of sex altogether; but if we can succeed in answering it
we shall have come very near one of the great mysteries of love.
(Ellis, 1913, p. 66)

As stressed by a growing number of reviews, rates of
mental illness are not higher in BDSM practitioners compared
with the general population (e.g., Brown et al., 2019; De Neef
et al., 2019). However, the reasons why certain people enjoy
feeling physical pain in an erotic context (sexual masochism)
or take erotic pleasure in being restrained, controlled, humi-
liated, and/or disciplined (sexual submission) are not clear.
How can a person seek and enjoy being flogged, whipped,
sexually dominated, and/or bound? The main goal of this
study was to determine the origins of and reasons for enga-
ging in sexual masochism or submissive behaviors. The fol-
lowing sections contain a review of the best literature available
so far concerning the origins and reasons to engage in sexual
masochism or sexual submission (m/s) activities. Although
most of these references are hampered with important meth-
odological flaws, they will serve as a theoretical background
for the qualitative construction of themes in this study. These
themes will provide answers to two main research ques-
tions: 1) What are the personal origins of inclinations to

practice m/s? and; 2) What are the reasons or motives to
practice m/s?

Historical Understanding of M/S

It is first worth noting that sexual masochism and sexual
submission have very different histories. While using pain as
a source of sexual pleasure (masochism) has been practiced
for a long time, consenting, playful sexual submission (not to
be confounded with forced submission) seems to be
a relatively recent behavior in history (Baumeister, 1989).
Sexual power plays (i.e., acts of domination, submission,
humiliation) apparently did not exist in modern preliterate
societies (Gebhard, 1969; Stoller, 1991) or before the early
modern period (1500–1800; Bullough, 1976). This absence of
consensual use of sexual power (and sexual fetishism) in
preliterate societies has prompted anthropologists and sociol-
ogists to hypothesize that such practices can only emerge in
well-developed, complex, symbol-based cultures (Gebhard,
1969; Weinberg, 1994).

In contrast, classic books such as the ancient Indian Hindu
Kama Sutra (Vatsyayana, 1883, original circa 400), medieval
Indian Koka Shastra (Kokkoka, 1965, original ca. 1150), and
Arabic The Perfumed Garden (Al-Nafzawi, 1886, original ca.
1400) recommend such painful stimulation as biting, scratch-
ing, spanking, and hair pulling to enhance sexual arousal.
During the Enlightment and for some time after, medical
doctors in Western Europe prescribed flagellation as a cure
for erectile dysfunction (Apertus, 1928; Debay, 1862; Doppet,
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1788; Meibomius, 1761; see also Boileau, 1700 for the use of
flagellation to enhance sexual arousal in women). The
Victorian era saw the pathologization of sexual masochism,
based principally on intuitive clinical opinions, moral judg-
ments, and dramatic reports of cases in forensic psychiatry
(Freud, [1905] 1920; Krafft-Ebing, 1895). Spanking and fla-
gellation remained popular, however, even in this more pur-
itan period (Marcus, 1966). During the 19th century and the
beginning of the 20th, ethnologists reported on the practice of
inflicting mild pain–but not on plays of submission for sexual
pleasure in several preliterate societies (Ford & Beach, 1951).

At the same time, psychiatric ideas began to become part
of popular culture and both these medicalizing ideas and
psychoanalysis, which emerged during the same period,
dealt with sexual masochism and sexual submission by desig-
nating them as as signs of psychopathology. They both pro-
vided wide-ranging hypotheses about the etiology of m/s that
suggested it was the result of, among others, arrested sexual
development, a response to guilt, an expression of a death
instinct, an overdevelopment of feminine psychological fac-
tors, an expression of self-destructive violence, a transgression
of the Oedipal prohibition, and fear of intimacy, annihilation,
or castration (see Taylor, 1995 for a review of these psycho-
analytical hypotheses).

This psychopathological view of m/s, based on single-case
reports rather than empirical investigation and mainly from
a psychodynamic perspective was prevalent through much of
the 20th century (Berliner, 1947; Blos, 1991; Blum, 1991;
Fitzpatrick Hanly, 1995; Freud, 1924; Kernberg, 1991; Reik,
1941; Rothstein, 1991; Sack & Miller, 1975; Stekel, 1929).
Eventually, practitioners of Bondage-Discipline/Dominance-
Submission/Sadism-Masochism (BDSM) began to publish
first-hand accounts (Mains, 1984; Scott, 1985; Townsend,
1972). Although these pioneer books were simple individual
testimonies, they provided new ideas about the motives
behind being sexually masochist and/or submissive and chal-
lenging the psychopathological/theoretical perspectives on m/
s. Following this, a number of books were published about
BDSM, although the vast majority were novels (e.g., “BDSM
Bedtime Erotica Bundle”) or “How to” guides (e.g., “Doms
Guide to BDSM Vol 1”), some of them containing borderline
pornographic descriptions (e.g., how oral and anal “services”
should be performed). For the present study, only books
attempting to explain m/s origins or motives were retained.
Most were published by scholarly or renowned BDSM-
experienced authors/contributors (Baldwin, 1993; Bean,
1994; Easton & Hardy, 2004; Easton & Liszt, 1994;
Harrington, 2016; Kinsey, 2014; Langdridge & Barker, 2007;
Miller & Devon, 1995; Moser & Madeson, 1996; Taormino,
2012; Thompson, 1991; Warren, 1994; Weinberg, 1995;
Wiseman, 1992). Although most of these references are not
based on scientific evidence, they contain much invaluable
information about the orgins and motives to practice m/s.

Other references include books and collective work pub-
lished by fieldworkers or on-site interviewers (Beckmann,
2009; Brame et al., 1993) and specialized clinicians
(Kleinplatz & Moser, 2006; Ortmann & Sprott, 2013; Stoller,
1991). Some of these references contain data based on
a scientific approach, although they typically included

participants recruited in special settings (e.g., BDSM events,
club or specialized clinics). This type of sample is not repre-
sentative of the population as it includes only persons attend-
ing special events, who often differ from other (more private)
practitioners on several aspects (socio-economic level, urban
vs. rural environment, extravert vs. introvert traits, etc.).
Doctoral theses dealing with BDSM practitioners also began
to be published (e.g., Baker, 2016; Busbee, 2008; Cutler, 2003;
Damon, 2001; Levine-Ward, 2016; Matthews, 2005; Silva,
2015; Taylor, 1995; Van der Walt, 2014; Yost, 2006) as were
ethnographic and/or participatory reports (Beckmann, 2001;
Carlström, 2018a, 2019; Caruso, 2016; Fennell, 2018; Kamel,
1980; Newmahr, 2008, 2011; Prior, 2013; Weinberg et al.,
1984; Weiss, 2011; Zambelli, 2016). Again, most of these
publications were non-empirical or based on relatively small
or specific samples of participants (e.g., persons recruited in
universities or select clubs). Still, all aforementioned refer-
ences helped generate hypothesis about the origins of, and
reasons to, engage in m/s behaviors.

Origins of Interest in M/s Behaviors

As with any sexual inclination or preference, the origins of m/
s behaviors are complex, only partially accessible, and multi-
faceted (i.e., shaped by genetic, psychological, familial, envir-
onmental, spiritual, and sociocultural factors). However,
theoretical, clinical, and first-person accounts of interest
in m/s behaviors suggest that, like any sexual or erotic inter-
est, it is associated with both specific and nonspecific origins.

Intrinsic Vs. Extrinsic Origins
Discussions of the origins of sexual interests in m/s found in
the academic literature often propose a basic dichotomy that
opposes intrinsic vs. extrinsic influences (Yost & Hunter,
2012). Intrinsic origins of m/s interests – also called essenti-
alist, dispositional, trait, and, sometimes, sexual orientation or
identity – are deeply rooted in the personal history of the
individual (Damon, 2001; Jozifkova, 2013; Portillo, 1991;
Scott, 1985). These origins are described with statements
such as: “I have had these interests for the longest
I can remember”; “I have always been that way”; “At three-
four y.o., I already enjoyed tying-up my dolls”; “It’s in me, it is
me”; “The first time I tried I felt so relieved, something was
missing in me for so long”; “The first time I tried I knew it
was the true me” (see for instance, Carlström, 2019; Scott,
1985; Stiles & Clark, 2011; Yost & Hunter, 2012). However,
many practitioners, like anyone else, have no precise idea
about the origins of their sexual interests (Taylor & Ussher,
2001). According to some reports, interest in m/s was already
present, although not erotized, during childhood (e.g., being
tied-up or submissive in child plays; Breslow et al., 1986;
Carlström, 2019; Scott, 1985; Stiles & Clark, 2011). These
interests generally developed further (or became conscious)
as sexual fantasies during puberty (Gosselin & Wilson, 1980).
A sizable subgroup of m/s practitioners seem to have been
aware of their interests relatively early, at least during adoles-
cence (e.g., Bezreh et al., 2012; Breslow et al., 1985, 1986;
Sandnabba et al., 1999). It would be interesting to see if this
holds true in investigations with larger groups of participants.
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One of the possible intrinsic origins proposed for m/s
proclivities is psychopathology. As mentioned, the view
that m/s behaviors are associated with (if not signs of) mental
disorders remained the dominant view for more than
a century and is still sometimes held today (e.g., Frías et al.,
2017; Kurt & Ronel, 2017). However, the link between BDSM
(including m/s) and psychopathology is generally based on
unproven, largely subjective theories (e.g., Holtzman &
Kulish, 2012; Hucker, 2008) and/or studies conducted with
samples of clinical participants (Hopkins et al., 2016; see also
Blos, 1991; Blum, 1991; Hall, 2014; Rothstein, 1991; Thomas-
Peter & Humphreys, 1997). Studies conducted with non-
clinical samples of participants commonly fail to find a link
between m/s practices and psychopathology (Connolly, 2006;
Cross & Matheson, 2006; Gemberling et al., 2015; Wismeijer
& Assen, 2013; see also Baumeister & Butler, 1997 for a classic
but often overlooked chapter on the subject). Castellini et al.
(2018), for instance, demonstrated that a link between m/s
behaviors and psychopathology among female university stu-
dents disappears after controlling for hypersexuality. BDSM
practitioners, including practitioners of m/s, have, on average,
obtained significantly higher levels of education than adults in
the general population (Bienvenu et al., 2005; Botta et al.,
2019; Breslow et al., 1986; Connolly, 2006; Gemberling et al.,
2015; Levitt et al., 1994; Moser & Levitt, 1987; Sandnabba
et al., 1999; Spengler, 1977; Taylor & Ussher, 2001;
Wismeijer & Assen, 2013; Yost & Hunter, 2012). While higher
education certainly does not prevent psychopathological
symptoms (especially during the time it is being obtained,
Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010), rates of major mental disorders
are lower among adults who have university diplomas than
among those who do not (e.g., ESEMeD/MHEDEA 2000
Investigators et al., 2004). Higher education is also classically
associated with higher sexual diversity (e.g., Kinsey et al.,
1953; Laumann et al., 1994), so m/s behaviors might simply
be linked to higher intellectual and sexual curiosity. Finally,
several recent studies demonstrate that interest (fantasies and/
or behaviors) in m/s activities is relatively common in non-
clinical samples of adults (Castellini et al., 2018; Dawson et al.,
2016; Holvoet et al., 2017; Joyal & Carpentier, 2017; Joyal
et al., 2015; Mundy & Cioe, 2019). These studies argue against
the hypothesis that there is an elevated prevalence of mental
disorders among m/s practitioners, let alone that m/s interests
are symptoms of an underlying pathology. Acknowledging
this, the World Health Organization removed sadomasochism
(as well as fetishism and fetishistic transvestism) from the last
edition of their International Classification of Diseases (ICD-
11; Krueger et al., 2017).

It is, however, interesting to note that sexually submissive
persons report, on average, significantly more signs of psy-
chological difficulties than those who are sexually dominant,
although these difficulties occur at subclinical levels and are
usually related to anxiety, worry, and self-esteem (Bienvenu
et al., 2005; Botta et al., 2019; Connolly, 2006; Damon, 2001;
Gemberling et al., 2015; Gosselin & Wilson, 1980; Hébert &
Weaver, 2015; Wismeijer & Assen, 2013). Certain individuals
also report that BDSM, and particularly m/s behaviors, have
therapeutic effects (Easton, 2007; Graham et al., 2016;

Lindemann, 2011). It remains possible that for some
people m/s behaviors may have soothing or palliating effects.

Extrinsic origins are proposed for sexual interests devel-
oped through an environmental process (outside the indivi-
dual, e.g., societal influences; Laumann et al., 1994) such as
instrumental learning (associating a nonsexual stimulus with
sexual gratification), maltreatment in childhood, being intro-
duced to the practices by another person, or chronic illness
(Scott, 1985; Yost & Hunter, 2012). The classic instrumental-
learning hypothesis for m/s is based on a psychophysiological
pairing between a childhood specific pre-erotic experience
(e.g., being restrained or dominated during play or being
corporally punished) and a state of sexual excitation (see
Rousseau, 1782; Money, 1987, for instance). Other theories
posit that m/s inclinations represent an adaptative mechan-
ism, an attempt to triumph over childhood trauma such as
verbal, physical, or sexual abuse (e.g., Blum, 1991; Holtzman
& Kulish, 2012; Stoller, 1975; Van der Kolk, 1989). These
theories derive from a psychological approach that is subjec-
tive and based on clinical cases (e.g., Abrams & Stefan, 2012),
usually within a psychodynamic framework. In fact, rates of
childhood physical and sexual abuse are no higher among
BDSM practitioners than in the general population (Breslow
et al., 1986; Gosselin & Wilson, 1980; Moser & Levitt, 1987;
Taylor & Ussher, 2001; Yost & Hunter, 2012). Still, some
BDSM practitioners do report having been victimized during
childhood (Nordling et al., 2000; Yost & Hunter, 2012) and
some reports suggest that their sexo-erotic proclivities
(especially m/s behaviors) are part of a healing process
(Easton, 2007; Kleinplatz, 2006; Mains, 1991; Ortmann &
Sprott, 2013). In these cases, reenacting the traumatic event
might help take psychological control over it, making it more
positive through erotization and changing the power relation-
ship (Taylor & Ussher, 2001). The possibility that not only
positive learning but also childhood trauma might be asso-
ciated with m/s behaviors deserves further investigation.
Similarly, certain practitioners report having learned during
childhood or adolescence to eroticize a chronic and painful
condition, rendering it pleasurable (e.g., Sandahl, 2000;
Stoller, 1991; Takemoto, 2009). This phenomenon, which
also deserves further attention, can be viewed as an adaptive
defense mechanism. A last extrinsic type of origin for m/s
practices is being introduced to them by a friend or a lover.
This origin is usually associated with individuals who are
more likely to have begun their practices well into adulthood.
However, the prevalence of this sort of origin is unknown.

Reasons to Engage in M/S Activities

As reviewed below, different, not mutally exclusive activities
and reasons are given for practicing m/s. Although these
reasons are mainly derived from unscientific accounts or
small-scale studies, taken together they constitute a fairly
good theoretical background for further analyses.

Power Plays
Inequity in interpersonal erotic power is at the heart of BDSM
(Busbee, 2008; Cross & Matheson, 2006; Ernulf & Innala,
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1995; Faccio et al., 2014; Hébert & Weaver, 2015; Kaldera,
2011; Langdridge & Butt, 2005; Yost, 2006). While physical or
psychological pain may be involved in erotic power-exchange
behaviors, playing with power relationships is more important
than inflicting or receiving pain in this context (Alison et al.,
2001; Langdridge & Butt, 2005). For instance, physical restric-
tion does not necessarily involve painful stimulation, which
may be valued not as much for itself but as a symbol of power
(Easton & Hardy, 2004). Giving, taking, and/or exchanging
power between partners is sexually arousing for most practi-
tioners (Prior, 2013; Taylor & Ussher, 2001). In fact, unba-
lanced power between partners is sexually arousing for half of
the general adult population (Jozifkova, 2018), with nearly
three-quarters interested in engaging in domination/submis-
sion behaviors during sexual intercourse (Apostolou & Khalil,
2018).

Practitioners who give away their power in m/s activities
fall into two main subgroups: those who are powerful in
everyday life (Brame et al., 1993; Hawley & Hensley, 2009;
Stoller, 1991), especially professionally (Lammers & Imhoff,
2016), and those who are simply more sexually aroused by
submission. Those in the first subgroup are classically labeled
“balancers” (Scott, 1985), as their main goal is to stop being
responsible, to let go, in an erotic environment. Those in
the second subgroup (whose basic preference is for sexual
submission) resemble the general population in that there
are significantly more women than men (Bienvenu et al.,
2005; Botta et al., 2019; Castellini et al., 2018; Stiles & Clark,
2011; Wismeijer & Assen, 2013; Yost & Hunter, 2012).
Indeed, women are much more likely than men to be sexually
aroused by submissive behaviors, both in fantasy (see
Leitenberg & Henning, 1995; Joyal et al., 2015 for reviews)
and practice (Joyal & Carpentier, 2017; Jozifkova, 2018;
Mundy & Cioe, 2019), at least in rich industrialized countries
(where such studies are usually conducted). Finally, it is worth
noting that a significant subgroup of BDSM practitioners
(approximately 30%) alternate between domination and sub-
mission (“switch” practitioners), depending on different fac-
tors (mood at the moment, identity and gender of a given
partner, etc; Alison et al., 2001; Breslow et al., 1986; Martinez,
2018; Moser & Levitt, 1987; Sandnabba et al., 2002, 1999).
Thus, preference for power in BDSM is not necessarily fixed
over time, contrary to what is usually found in the general
population with regard to sexual practice.

Pain, Trance, and Altered States of Consciousness
Many m/s practitioners explain their experience in religious
or spiritual terms, referring to it as a mystic experience,
transcendent, reaching for God, a feeling of wholeness or
oneness with the universe, a sacred kink, magical,
a connection, and mind expanding (Baker, 2016; Beckmann,
2009; Busbee, 2008; Easton & Hardy, 2004; Graham et al.,
2016; Harrington, 2016; Kaldera, 2006; Mains, 1991; Norman,
1991; Sagarin et al., 2015; Taylor & Ussher, 2001; Van der
Walt, 2014; Westerfelhaus, 2007; Zussman & Pierce, 1998).
Although these altered states of consciousness can be reached
in non-painful m/s circumstances (e.g., bondage with soft
ropes, mummification), their association with intense and
prolonged painful erotic stimulations is especially strong

(Ambler et al., 2016; A. Beckmann, 2007; Easton & Hardy,
2004; Lee et al., 2016; Mains, 1984; Newmahr, 2008; Sagarin
et al., 2015). Receiving pain in a m/s context may therefore be
not a goal in itself but a way to attain another state of
consciousness (commonly called “subspace” by m/s practi-
tioners). Most m/s practitioners report that they do not
enjoy pain per se but that it is the context (erotic ambiance,
scene, and clothing) and preparation (e.g., pre-agreeing,
scripting, expectation) that are crucial, both subjectively
(e.g., Alison et al., 2001; Baumeister, 1989; Langdridge &
Barker, 2007; Taylor & Ussher, 2001; Weinberg et al., 1984)
and objectively (i.e., brain response patterns; Kamping et al.,
2016). However, most of these subjective reports are based on
single cases or a small number of participants. The relation
with pain in m/s practitioners should be further investigated.

Meditation, Mindfulness, and Relaxation
M/S activities, like any behavior that requires concentration
and focus on the present moment (playing tennis or chess,
sailing, video gaming, etc.), sometimes force practitioners to
pay attention to the present moment (Newmahr, 2008).
Accordingly, several m/s practitioners report psychological
benefits similar to those associated with meditation, hobbies
and sports, i.e., elevated concentration, less mental activity,
absorption in the moment, and relaxation (e.g., Easton &
Hardy, 2004; Kaldera, 2006; Kleinplatz & Ménard, 2007).
Sexual submission and/or masochism might therefore be
seen as a means to attain meditative or relaxed states of
mind (focusing on the self, the here, and the now). But
again, these results were mainly obtained from case reports
or nonscientific publications. Confirmation is warranted with
a larger number of practitioners using a scientific approach.

In partial opposition to this meditation/mindfulness
Baumeister (1989, 1997) proposed that m/s serves instead to
provide a way to escape the self. He speculated that sexual
masochism “is an all-out attack on the self, an attempt to
remove the main features of the self. Masochism represents an
unusually powerful and probably effective means of escape
from self” (Baumeister, 1989, p. 26). However, other authors
and/or practitioners suggest that, on the contrary, m/s beha-
viors provide an escape from mundane and external stimuli to
allow exploration of inner space (Baldwin, 1993; Bean, 1994;
Easton & Hardy, 2004; Easton & Liszt, 1994; Harrington,
2016; Kinsey, 2014; Langdridge & Barker, 2007; Miller &
Devon, 1995; Moser & Madeson, 1996; Taormino, 2012;
Thompson, 1991; Warren, 1994; Weinberg, 1995; Wiseman,
1992). Discourse analysis confirmed that m/s activity allowed
practitioners to escape not from themselves but from mun-
dane matters (Taylor & Ussher, 2001). Other studies also
failed to find support for Baumeister’s speculations (Cross &
Matheson, 2006; Hébert & Weaver, 2015). However, data are
scarce and the ideas of escape from the self vs. exploration of
the self deserve further investigation.

BDSM, Pleasure, and Leisure
It has been suggested that BDSM practices might also be
viewed as a type of leisure activity, one undertaken either
seriously (Newmahr, 2010) or recreationally (Williams et al.,
2016; Wismeijer & Assen, 2013). BDSM practices require
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training and behavioral or cognitive learning and are asso-
ciated with self-exploration, pleasure, and a sense of adven-
ture, generating stress reduction and positive emotions
(Williams et al., 2016), just like any mainstream leisure activ-
ity (e.g., Blackshaw, 2013). It remains to be seen if the same
applies to m/s practices specifically.

Sexual Arousal
Although genital sexuality is not necessarily associated
with m/s, it is usually considered as an erotic/sexual practice
(e.g., Barker et al., 2007). In fact, the foundations of m/s
behavior definition is the production of erotic/sensual/sexual
pleasure (Turley & Butt, 2015). Therefore, the main reason to
engage in m/s behaviors was expected to be the enhancement
of sexual arousal.

Overall, a growing number of nonscientific publications,
personal accounts, and small-scale studies shed some light on
reasons to engage in m/s behaviors. The goal of this study was
to investigate how themes derived from these accounts apply
to a relatively large sample of practitioners in order to confirm
their presence and estimate their prevalence. These analyses
were based on two main research questions: 1) What are the
reasons and motives to practice m/s? and; 2) What are the
origins of these inclinations to practice m/s?

Method

Participants

This study was based on qualitative content analysis of written
first-person testimonies (narratives) obtained from Internet
discussion forums and survey responses. The use of testimo-
nies found in discussion forums was chosen because it is an
unobtrusive, objective approach that made it more likely that
individuals were expressing their true feelings, as they were in
an anonymous, welcoming, and safe environment (see also
Ernulf & Innala, 1995; Langdridge & Butt, 2004). This
approach also addresses the fact that replies to questionnaires
may be influenced by social desirability and that those BDSM
practitioners who volunteer for research may differ from
those who do not (Dunkley & Brotto, 2019). However, per-
sons contributing to Internet forums might not really engage
in face-to-face BDSM interaction (Newmahr, 2010) and some
websites devoted to the BDSM (or kink) community prohibit
the use of any of their forum content for academic purposes
(e.g., Fetlife). Therefore, we asked and obtained permission
from the caretakers of the Fetlife.com website to ask owners of
certains threads to post invitations for their members to
participate in a larger survey (which included our two
research questions).

Online narratives were posted on Internet blogs and forums
containing discussions associated with BDSM (e.g., www.reddit.
com/r/BDSMcommunity, thecage.co, boundforum.com, fetish.
com) between 2009 and 2018. These forums allowed (or did not
prohibit) the use of their content for research purposes. The
procedure was entirely anonymous and usernames were not
recorded or considered. Narratives were found in threads that
asked practitioners of m/s (exclusive or switch) about the origins
of, or reasons to, engage in m/s behaviors. Such threads

contained one or more of the following keywords in their titles:
“BDSM”, “sadomasochism”, “submission”, “submissive”, and
“masochism”. Within the thread, a search was conducted for
narratives that contained one or more of the following words:
“reasons”, “motivations”, “origins”, “subspace”, “experiences”,
“past”. All narratives were totally anonymous and gender was
impossible to determine in approximately one third of the cases.
(Gender was therefore not considered in the analyses).

To participate in the survey, respondents had to sign an
information/consent form specifying they were aged 18 years
old or more and practicing real-life and interpersonal BDSM
activities for at least 6 months. For this study, only persons
practicing m/s were considered. Survey narratives were writ-
ten replies to two questions: 1) In your opinion, what are the
origins of your attraction to m/s? and; 2) Why are you
practicing m/s?

Analyses

Analyses followed the step-by-step process of Merriam (2009),
derived from the classical constant comparative method
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The guidelines to use this procedure
with the software NVivo (QSR International) were followed
(Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2011). The first step was open (or
inductive) coding, which consists of identifying codes (or
themes) in the data that are responsive to the research ques-
tions. A code or theme is any meaningful segment of data
(e.g., a word, an expression, a phrase) that must meet two
criteria. First, it should “reveal information relevant to the
study and stimulate the reader to think beyond the particular
bit of information” (Merriam, p. 177). Second, “it must be
interpretable in the absence of any additional information
other than a broad understanding of the context in which
the inquiry is carried out” (Merriam, p. 177). The goal is to
sort raw data into themes answering the research questions.

To do so, all scripts were first read once separately by two
reasearchers (first and last authors) and notes, comments, and
questions were noted for each particpant, independently.
Thereafter, all annotated scripts were reread by the two
researchers independently with the notes, comments, and
questions in mind and themes began to be separately identi-
fied. This process of making notations next to bits of data is
sometimes called open coding and category construction
(Merriam, 2009). Codes or themes can be repeated words or
synonyms appearing within or between scripts, a label given
by the researcher, or a concept derived from the literature.
This approach is also called code-and-retrieve where “coding
involves labeling passages of text according to content and
retrieving entails providing a means to collect similarly
labeled passages” (Merriam, p. 194). Assigning codes to data
segments is the base of category construction in which cate-
gories are elements that include different but conceptually
similar responses (Merriam, 2009). Therefore, open coding
generates a first list of themes and categories related to the
research questions.

The next step was analytical (or deductive) coding, which
goes beyond descriptive coding and emerges from interpreta-
tion and reflection on meaning (Merriam, 2009). In this step,
coding is refined with a focus on patterns and insights related
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to the research questions, guided by the theoretical back-
ground (in this constructivist frame: how people make mean-
ing and/or construct knowledge of their m/s practices).
During this process, themes can be merged (categories) or
decomposed (subcategories) in more meaningful or precise
ways (e.g., merging “subspace” with “mind expension” under
the category “altered state of mind” or separating the “intrin-
sic” category into “early realization” vs. “late realization”).
Categories had to meet four criteria: 1) Exhaustivity (all
codes reported by at least two participants should be cov-
ered); 2) Exclusivity (a single code can only be placed in
a single category); 3) Sensitivity (the group of categories
capture most answers present in the data; and 4)
Conceptuality (all categories are at the same level of abstrac-
tion). The number of categories and participants required was
determined by reaching saturation, that is, the point at which
no new information, insights or understanding emerge from
the scripts. Saturation was achieved after analyzing 227 nar-
ratives. Finally, comparisons between the lists of each
researcher were made to assess interrater agreements.

In this study, after consultations and deliberations between
raters, ambiguities were resolved to reach 100% agreement
and a single list of codes, categories and sub-categories (the
code book, see the Results section). For instance, intrinsic
origins of unknown nature were divided into “inexplicable”
and “inexplicable with late realization” because intrinsic ori-
gins were present early in the life of these practitioners but
some of them only realize it or acknowledge it later, during
adulthood. It was also decided to subcategorize painful stimu-
lation into “receiving physical pain” and “being spanked”
because some practitioners like receiving pain for itself (e.g.,
flogging, whipping), whereas other appreciate being spanked
not so much for pain per se than for the erotic meaning
associated with it. Given that certain multifaceted themes
could have been linked with more than one category (e.g.,
humiliation with giving power or modified state of mind;
spanking with receiving pain, giving power or modified state
of mind), they were assigned (somewhat arbitrarily) to
a single category or subcategory after discussion between
raters. The importance here was the prevalence of responses
for each theme, not the label that was given to their categories.

Ethical Considerations

Data obtained through discussion forums were considered as
“research that relies exclusively on secondary use of anon-
ymous information” by our institutional ethics committee and
therefore required no review from the board (Tri-Council
Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving
Humans, 2014). An ethical certificate was obtained from our
institutional commitee for the Internet survey (CER-16-225-
07.05).

Results

As shown in Table 1, two main types of themes were
defined, related with the two research questions: The origins
of proclivities for m/s activities and the reasons to engage
in m/s activities. Origins were divided into two categories

(intrinsic vs. extrinsic), subdivided into eight subcategories
(“inexplicable”, “inexplicable with late realization”, and
“response to inner imbalance” for intrinsic origins; “asso-
ciated with childhood sexual abuse”, “associated with par-
ental discipline”, “associated with positive operant learning”,
“introduced by another person”, and “associated with
a chronic illness” for extrinsic origins). Reasons were
divided into three categories and eight subcategories:
Power (including “giving power to someone else”, “being
physically restrained”, and “trusting someone else”); Pain
(including “receiving physical pain” and “being spanked”),
and Cognition (including “reaching an altered state of con-
sciousness”, “being focussed and/or relaxed”, and “ being
humiliated”).

As expected, most practitioners (90.9%) also included sex-
ual arousal in their reasons for practicing m/s. However, given
that sexual arousal is a part of most definitions of m/s (e.g.,
American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013), it was not
considered in the present analyses. Still, it is worth noting that
sexual behaviors are not necessarily central, or even present,
in m/s activities despite sexual arousal. A significant minority
of practitioners (9%) clearly stated that genital sexuality was
absent from their m/s activities. Some m/s practioners are
even asexual (Sloan, 2015).

Origins of M/S Behaviors

Overall, 152 individuals responded to a question about the
origins of their proclivity to engage in m/s behaviors (percen-
tage summation may exceed 100 because origins were not
necessarily exclusive in terms of the intrinsic or extrinsic
dichotomy). A significant majority of narratives (N = 118 or
78%) described interests in m/s behaviors as intrinsic. For
most (N = 102), these interests emerged at a young age,
although they were not necessarily sexualized at the time
(e.g., “When I was a kid I tied myself up and blindfolded
myself- I just don’t know the reasons”; “Since a young age (5
yo), I would get off on being tied up”; “Being tied up, blind-
folded, whipped are sexual fantasies I have entertained long
before being interested in sex itself”; “I was about 5 or 6 when
I first started having BDSM fantasies”). These respondees
were unable to find a specific reason for their proclivity
(e.g., “I was born that way”; “I am wired that way”; “I’ve
always known”). Such responses were included in the cate-
gory of “Intrinsic, inexplicable”. A small subgroup of
other m/s practitioners (N = 7) reported that their interests
were intrinsic but were only accepted or acknowledged in
adulthood (“It was a combination of Eureka! and I knew
it!”; “I was in denial for a long time, and basically hid my
sexuality for years”). This second category was labeled
“Intrinsic, inexplicable with late realization”. The third and
last intrinsic category included practitioners (N = 16) who
reported engaging in m/s behaviors to deal with inner psy-
chological imbalance, distress, or suffering (“I dealt with my
‘issues’ and healed myself”; “My submission has made me
confident in who I am”; “The endorphins from sustained
pain play help with the bipolarity, in a similar way to
exercise”).
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The remaining narratives about the origins of interests
in m/s behaviors were associated with extrinsic factors
(N = 34 or 22%), including childhood sexual abuse (N = 17
or 11%; “I was sexually abused as a child. I was used a lot and
it gave me a submissive mentality”), parental discipline
(N = 13 or 9%; i.e., spanking, usually with an object; e.g., “I
was spanked a lot by both of my parents with the belt and
I grew up craving and needing punishment”), positive (enjoy-
able) operant learning (N = 13 or 9%; “I always asked my
neighbor to tie me up while playing cowboy, which was very
exciting”), and being introduced to such practices by another
person, usually during adulthood (N = 12 or 9%; e.g., “I just
recently met someone who is a sadist and he introduced me to
BDSM”). In only two cases (1%), m/s proclivities were asso-
ciated with a chronic illness (e.g., “I didn’t get into BDSM
until after I was diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis”).

Reasons to Engage in M/S Behaviors

All narratives (N = 227) provided at least one reason for
engaging in m/s behaviors (again, percentage summation
exceeds 100 because reasons were not mutually exclusive).
The most frequent reason (nearly half of all testimonies,
N = 104 or 46%) given for engaging in m/s was playing

with interpersonal power, either through giving or exchanging
power with someone else (e.g., role playing, N = 64 or 28%;
“my main desire always return to the image of myself as
a devoted slave to an older, strong willed man”; “I won’t
stop being turned on by serving another’s needs”) or being
physically restrained (N = 40 or 18%, mostly by being tied up;
“the feeling of not being able to control my body’s reactions is
exquisite”; “When I am blindfolded and bound, I felt relaxed
and … different. Good. Confident. Sexy. Safe.”). Among these
narratives, almost a fifth (N = 12 or 19%) also specified the
importance of trusting the partner (“The amount of trust and
communication that goes into it is just beautiful”; “I trust him
to hurt me, but never do harm, and with that trust we can
experiment with all kinds of power play and consensual non
consent”).

The second most popular reason for engaging in m/s
activities – found in approximately a third of testimonies
(N = 84 or 37%) – was to receive physical pain. These practi-
tioners usually stressed the importance of the context sur-
rounding painful stimuli distinguishing, for example, “good”
pain from “bad” pain (e.g., “Good pain, being hit with
a flogger. Bad pain, stubbing my toe”; “Usually good pain is
something I build with a partner”). However, nearly half of
these persons (N = 39 or 46%) specified that they appreciated

Table 1. Nature, definition and examples of categories and subcategories (themes) related with the origins of proclivities for, and reasons to engage in, m/s activities
(see the text for examples).

Research
question Category Subcategory Definitions

Origins Intrinsic Rooted in the personal history of the individual
Inexplicable The person cannot explain the origin but it has always been there
Inexplicable with late
realization

The person felt the proclivity was intrinsic, but only realized it or indulged in it during adulthood

Response to inner
imbalance

The activity has a soothing or therapeutic effect

Extrinsic Interest in m/s originates from a source external to the person
Associated with
childhood sexual abuse

Interests in m/s are thought to derive from childhood sexual abuse

Associated with parental
discipline

Interests in m/s are thought to derive from severe childhood parental discipline (e.g., corporal
punishment)

Associated with positive
operant learning

Interests in m/s are thought to derive from the pairing of a neutral stimulus with an emotional
and/or sexual arousal reaction (e.g., childhood plays)

Introduced by another
person

Interests in m/s developed after the practitioner was initiated by someone else (e.g., a new
boyfriend)

Associated with
a chronic illness

Interests in m/s are thought to derive from a chronic and painful childhood condition

Reasons
Power A reason to practice m/s is to play with interpersonal power

Giving power to
someone else

The person let another one decide what to do; give order or instructions. Total power is
surrender

Being physically
restrained

The person is physically restrained (e.g., bondage, mummification) and depends on another
person to be freed

Trusting The person specified that trusting a partner is crucial
Pain A reason to practice m/s is to receive pain

Receiving physical pain Receiving moderate to severe physical pain (e.g., flogging, whipping, cutting, branding, electric
choc) is specifically stressed

Being spanked A reason to practice m/s is to be spanked (receiving sharp slaps to the buttocks from the palm
of the hand)

Cognition A reason to practice m/s is the modification of one’s mind (mental, psychological, or inner
space)

Reaching an altered state
of consciousness

Mind alteration is specified as a reason to practice m/s, use of words commonly related with
drug effects or spiritual experience (e.g., floating, flying, being high, well-being), altered
awareness of outer or inner stimulations; hypnotic or trancelike feelings, enhanced or reduced
sensory acuity

Being focused and/or
relaxed

Use of words commonly related with meditation, relaxation or leisure (attentional focus, slowing
of train of thoughts, putting aside day-to-day worries).

Being humiliated A reason to practice m/s is specifically to feel humiliated, the feeling of being in a lower position
compared to another person
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the feeling of painful stimuli for itself, including in
a nonsexual context (e.g., “As a teen, I enjoyed the feeling of
burning, always liked rubbing sore muscles till it hurt.”; “I’ve
always liked over-exerting myself when exercising”; “I can
remember having my ears pierced when I was 7 and liking
it, then twisting the posts to feel the pain”). Finally,
a subgroup of 15 adepts of pain (18%) gave spanking as
their preferred way to receive pain, as it had both physical
(painful stimulation) and psychological (submission) qualities.

A third set of reasons to engage in m/s behaviors directly
involved modification of mental, psychological, or inner space
(N = 64 or 28%) i.e., as a way to reach an altered state of
consciousness (12%); to reach a state of focussed attention or
relaxation (9%); and/or to be humiliated (7%). Altered states
of consciousness and focussed attention or relaxation were
achieved either through use of power, especially restraint (“If
I can stop fighting [be quiet – stop anticipating – control
myself] and relax into what is happening, I go on ‘vacation’
mentally to a place where I feel everything but nothing hurts
any more – it’s all warm and fuzzy and I’m floating!”) or pain
(“The good pain triggers something in me. It hurts but also
makes me float”; “He flogged me one night and I finally saw
the light or rather felt the incredible sensations when I went
into subspace”; “It hurts in the right ways, mostly because
I get all floaty and spacey”; “it’s essentially a meditative activ-
ity, rather than just the mild pain that goes with it”).

Discussion

The main goal of this study was to investigate the origins and
reasons for engaging in m/s practices through a review of the
literature and qualitative analyses of self-reported narratives.
In accord with the literature review, the majority of practi-
tioners in the narratives (78%) reported that their m/s inter-
ests were intrinsic in nature, i.e., they emerged naturally,
involuntarily, during adolescence or childhood (see also Yost
& Hunter, 2012). These intrinsic origins of interest in m/s are
described in such terms as “true self” or “sadomasochistic
soul” (Portillo, 1991). In partial accord with the literature
review, reasons to engage in m/s were related to three main
types of activities: use of interpersonal power, experiencing
physical pain, and altering one’s state of mind. These results
are discussed below.

Origins of M/S Practices

First, interest in m/s behaviors were commonly intrinsic and
present early in life (erotized or not). Second, in agreement
with the literature review, a minority of practitioners (N = 16)
engaged in m/s to deal with (usually minor) psychological
issues (Easton, 2007; Graham et al., 2016; Lindemann, 2011).
Third, another minority of practitioners felt that their inter-
ests in m/s practices originated from extrinsic influences
(22%), including childhood sexual abuse, parental discipline,
positive operant learning, and being introduced to them by
another person (9%). These results show that, contrary to
classic psychopathological hypotheses about m/s, such pro-
clivities were not necessarily associated with sexual or physical
childhood abuse. Childhood trauma is neither sufficient nor

necessary to develop interest in m/s behaviors, as the vast
majority of adults with a history of childhood abuse do not
practice m/s behaviors and the vast majority of m/s practi-
tioners were not victims of childhood abuse (e.g., Richters
et al., 2008). Still, the narratives studied confirm that some
persons with m/s proclivities may have issues related to child-
hood adversity, as is the case with many psychological atti-
tudes. Psychoptherapists (and practitioners of BDSM who
take a dominant role) should be aware of this possibility.

Another extrinsic source of m/s proclivities was learning
(e.g., associating a childhood nonsexual situation with sexual
arousal), closely associated with fetishism (e.g., Darcangelo,
2008) which is common among BDSM practitioners. Finally,
In contrast to the spectacular single cases sometimes linking
childhood chronic illness to m/s practices (see, for instance,
the documentary “Sick: The Life & Death of Bob Flanagan,
Supermasochist”; Dick, 1997; Reynolds, 2007), only two par-
ticipants (1%) associated their interests in m/s activities with
painful chronic illness. Overall, the origins of m/s interests
described in these narratives suggest that both essentialist (“I
was born that way”) and constructionist (“my new partner
introduced me”) factors influence these behaviors (with the
former being more important than the latter), as is the case
with any sexual interest (DeLamater & Hyde, 1998).

Reasons to Engage in M/S Practices

Reasons to engage in m/s practices are discussed below in
order of importance (from the most important to the least).

Power Plays
The most common reason to engage in m/s practices involves
giving up power, either by offering total control to someone
else (in the form of role play) or through being physically
restrained, or both. This result confirms assertions from prac-
titioners (e.g., Easton & Hardy, 2004; Langdridge & Barker,
2007; Scott, 1985) stating that sexual submissive BDSM prac-
tices are not necessarily linked to the reception of painful
stimuli (or, contrary to popular belief, with sexual maso-
chism). Importantly, a significant minority of practitioners
(19%) specifically mentioned that they had to trust the power-
holding partner before engaging in such behaviors (see also
Williams, 2006).

Both in the general population and among BDSM practi-
tioners, women are much more likely than men to find sexual
submission arousing. During the seventies and eighties, the
prominent hypothesis regarding this phenomenon was that it
was the result of a patriarchal society that taught women to
act that way (e.g., Linden et al., 1982). Interestingly, however,
women were more likely than men to be sexually aroused by
submission not only before the era of radical feminism and
the so-called sex wars (e.g., Horney, 1935; Kinsey et al., 1953;
Maslow, 1942) but also during (e.g., Califia, 1979; Weinberg
et al., 1984) and after that time (e.g., Hawley & Hensley, 2009;
Wismeijer & Assen, 2013; Yost & Hunter, 2010). Although it
was not possible to compare genders in the present study, it is
worth noting that this longitudinal stability of feminine sexual
arousal associated with submission is found despite significant
socio-cultural changes (including higher equality between
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genders in Western countries). This fact, and the aforemen-
tioned intrinsic nature of this preference found among the
majority of practitioners, argue against the hypothesis that the
higher percentage for women is due simply to patriarchal
values and a sexist environment (Rogak & Connor, 2018; see
also Chancer, 2000; Deckha, 2011 for discussions).

Still, a fundamental question remains: Given that m/s
behaviors are not particularly associated with mental disor-
ders (e.g., Brown et al., 2019; De Neef et al., 2019), how can
someone sexually enjoy giving total power to another person?
The narratives and nonscientific publications considered here
clearly suggest that giving power in an erotic context is asso-
ciated with an agreeable and exciting modification of state of
mind for certain individuals. This perspective makes it easier
to understand the motive behind giving up power.

Pain, Pleasure, Altered States of Consciousness, and
Transcendence
The narratives studied confirm that prolonged and mild/
intense pain received in an erotic and consensual context
can induce sexual excitation and profound modification of
state of mind, including trance and ecstasy. The benefits are
reminiscent of those reported after unanesthesized body mod-
ifications (Juno & Vale, 1989; Myers, 1992) and natural child-
birth (Davis & Pascali-Bonaro, 2010; Mayberry & Daniel,
2016). “Sacred” states of mind reached through physical
pain are also reported in religious traditions (Glucklich,
2001) and voluntary involvement in highly painful activities
in such contexts is often easier for the non-initiated to under-
stand. Highly painful behaviors such as suspending the body
on metal hooks (“Bagad”) and fire walking were still relatively
common in southern India throughout the 20th century,
despite repression of and laws against such practices
(Kosambi, 1967; Powell, 1914; Thurston, 1906). Traditional
Indian religions (e.g., Jainism) include extreme aesthetic beha-
viors, such as body mortification, which serve as “a technique
of altering consciousness or withdrawing consciousness from
the world of the senses in order to experience total world
transcendence” (Cort, 2002, p. 2). As repellent as such rituals
may seem to the external observer, they are associated with
transcendence and agreeable altered states of consciousness.
In North America, Native American rituals such as the Ghost
Dance and the Sun Dance have been associated with altered
states of mind and hypnosis in classical ethnographical work,
which also notes their similarity to the rituals of European
religious groups such as the Flagellants (Mooney, 1896).
Indeed, self-administered flagellation has a long history in
Christian devotion and penitence, and its link with transcen-
dence, a sense of the sacred, and ecstasy is well documented
(Glucklich, 2001).

Prolonged, intense, contextual, anticipated, and consensual
sexualized painful stimulation seems to induce analgesia and
ecstasy, just like runner’s rush, cross-fit’s high, orgasmic birth,
and other pain-related euphoric phenomena (e.g., Buckley & Dip,
2003; Mayberry & Daniel, 2016; Raichlen et al., 2012). As Mains
(1984) explained more than 30 years ago, physical pain is asso-
ciated with the secretion of endorphins (or “endogenous mor-
phine”), which have both analgesic and euphoric effects.

Endorphins are neuropeptides that act on opioid receptors (espe-
cially mu receptors), which reduce sensitivity to pain. Agonists for
these receptors (e.g., opioid drugs) not only induce analgesia but
also euphoria and, potentially, dependency. Indeed, these physi-
cally related euphoric states are commonly described (including in
the narratives studied here) in terms associated with the effects of
drugs and might become addictive, not only for athletes (i.e.,
ultra-marathoners with their need to run daily) but also for
practitioners of m/s (e.g., Kurt & Ronel, 2017). Pain (Pertovaara
et al., 1982; Zubieta et al., 2001), physical effort (Schwarz &
Kindermann, 1992), meditation (Harte et al., 1995), and sexual
stimulation (Whipple & Komisaruk, 1988) are all known to
enhance endorphin secretion and produce a feeling of well-
being. Unsurprisingly, all these activities are commonly involved
in m/s. Endorphin secretion also promotes interpersonal bonding
(Machin &Dunbar, 2011), as dom/s practices (Hébert &Weaver,
2015; Sagarin et al., 2009; Van der Walt, 2014).

The link between pain, pleasure, and altered states of con-
sciousness is, however, highly dependent on context (Alison
et al., 2001). In non-erotic contexts, pain-induced euphoria or
altered states of consciousness involve ceremonial procedures
such as religious or mythological rituals, spiritual preparation,
temple or church visits, specific clothing, and group activities,
which help induce an altered state of consciousness (Newberg
& Newberg, 2005). The same may be true for BDSM practices,
given their dramatic ambiance, specialized equipment,
scripted scenarios, and symbolic attire. Without such context,
the link between pain and agreeable states of mind disappears
(e.g., it does not occur with pain from dental work or acci-
dental pain).

It is also possible that m/s practitioners can reach hypnotic
states more easily than most people. Hypnosis is associated
not only with agreeable states of mind such as
Csikszentmihalyi’s et al. (2014) flow, the artist’s “aesthetic
rapture,” and the athlete’s “zone” (e.g., Spiegel & Spiegel,
2008) but is also a powerful pain reliever (e.g., Hilgard &
Hilgard, 1994) and relaxation inducer (e.g., Vickers &
Zollman, 1999). Given that all these qualities are found in
descriptions of the “subspace” created by m/s, future investi-
gation should evaluate the hypnotic induction profile (Spiegel
& Spiegel, 2008) of m/s practitioners.

Finally, an unexpected finding in this study was the high
prevalence of individuals who enjoyed pain for itself (46% of
practitioners of pain). This result is at odds with most non-
scientific books concerning m/s (e.g., first-person accounts),
which specify that ordinary pain is not pleasurable. However,
it accords with the suggestion that m/s practitioners’ baseline
pain threshold is higher than average (Defrin et al., 2015;
Pollok et al., 2010). This possibility should be tested
empirically.

Mindfulness, Leisure, Pleasure, and Happiness
Less profound alterations of the mind such as relaxation and
focused attention were also reported by m/s practitioners,
especially practitioners who used restraints, suggesting
that m/s practices can be compared not only to meditation
but also to general leisure activities (Newmahr, 2010; Williams
et al., 2016; Wismeijer & Assen, 2013). All these activities are
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undertaken because they help practitioners focus their atten-
tion and reach an agreeable, quiet state of mind, similar to the
mindfulness advocated in a widely used approach in psychol-
ogy (Hayes et al., 2011). Reaching mindfulness does not mean
filling the mind with thoughts or images but instead, through
meditation, focussing attention on present moments and bod-
ily sensations or reactions, as well as peacefully accepting what
happens in the moment (Hayes et al., 2011). M/s practices
(especially those involving restraints) might be seen as an
eroticized way of practicing mindfulness. Interestingly, mind-
fulness training is not only effective in controlling cognitive
functions, reappraising emotions, reducing judgment, and
provoking existential insights (Hayes et al., 2011) but also
helps decrease acute and chronic painful sensations (Zeidan
et al., 2012). These results are at odd with the hypothesis
that m/s practices are used to escape the self (Baumeister,
1989, 1997). Instead, in accord with previous qualitative
reports based on fewer participants (Cross & Matheson,
2006; Hébert & Weaver, 2015), m/s activities seem to be
practiced to explore the self and escape the mundane.

In addition to fostering focused attention and
mindfulness, m/s behaviors are also reported to induce joy,
enhancement of confidence in the self and others, and inter-
personal bonding (Sagarin et al., 2009; Williams, 2006;
Wismeijer et al., 2013) and to require physical and cognitive
training. All these qualities are closely related to both leisure
and happiness. Activities requiring training and personal
skills – including achieving optimal sexuality (Kleinplatz &
Ménard, 2007) – are keys to happiness through a process some-
times called “flow” (e.g., Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). The results of
this study suggest that a similar flow (and elevated feelings of
well-being; Wismeijer et al., 2013) can be reached through m/s
practices.

However, the theme of leisuring failed to emerge from the
present analyses, contrary to what was found from the litera-
ture review about BDSM. A link between m/s and leisure
might be found in the narratives related to attention focus
and relaxation. Still, this result is in accordance with the fact
that leisuring is reported significantly more often by domi-
nant than submissive practitioners (Brown et al., 2019).
Recreative and serious leisure require training and personal
skills, which might be more closely related with dominant
than submissive behaviors.

Conclusion

As shown in the present study, m/s activities and reasons to
practice them include feeling pain, relinquishing power,
reaching altered states of consciousness, relaxing, and
repeating past learning (e.g., associating child play with
excitation). However, two fundamental questions still
remain: 1) Why do most people who have had similar
experiences during childhood or adolescence (e.g., being
tied up during cowboy games, touching a leather coat, feel-
ing pain in a submissive context) not develop a related
sexual preference? And, conversely, 2) Why do most people
use non-sexual, non-erotic activities to reach the same goals
(e.g., sports to feel pain, drugs or meditation to achieve
altered states of consciousness, leisure or reading to find

relaxation)? A possible answer is that BDSM activities
(including m/s) are associated with a higher than average
sex drive. BDSM practitioners have been shown to have
a more diverse sexuality (Richters et al., 2008) and more
intense sexual fantasies, for both typical and BDSM beha-
viors, than adults in the general population (Gosselin &
Wilson, 1980; Gosselin et al., 1991). For example, the major-
ity of BDSM practitioners also frequently engage in (Botta
et al., 2019; Connolly, 2006) or show interest in (Chivers
et al., 2014) non-BDSM and more typical sexual behaviors.
In addition, rates of exclusive sexual orientation (hetero-
sexuality or homosexuality) are significantly lower among
BDSM practitioners than among the general population
(Breslow et al., 1986; Botta et al., 2019; Cross & Matheson,
2006; Levitt et al., 1994; Moser & Levitt, 1987; Sandnabba
et al., 1999; Yost & Hunter, 2010). Finally, a study that
measured sexual desire levels among BDSM practitioners
found that sadistic and masochistic behaviors were signifi-
cantly and positively correlated with sex drive in men and
women, respectively (as well as with fetishism for both
genders; Castellini et al., 2018). These results suggest that
BDSM practitioners have a more fluid sexuality and, per-
haps, a higher sex drive than average. A higher sex drive
would help explain why m/s practioners are more likely to
associate non-sexual stimuli with sexual excitation (e.g.,
being tied-up, leather fetishism) or to eroticize non-sexual
states of mind (e.g., feeling pain, relaxation, meditation).
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