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INTRODUCTION

BDSM is an overlapping acronym that includes bondage and discipline (BD), dominance and submission 
(DS), and sadism and masochism (SM). Over the past few years, kink culture and BDSM practices have 
become more prevalent in the mainstream culture. Kink is an umbrella term used to describe BDSM 
practices and paraphilias (Popp & Kaldera, 2014), kinky sex, role play, sex games, fantasies, fetishes, and 
other erotic expressions (Taormino, 2012). Although kink and BDSM represent exclusive terms, many 
individuals use them interchangeably (Taormino, 2012). The authors of this practice brief use the term 
kink culture to refer to the community as a whole while specifying when topics are specific to individuals 
who practice BDSM. 

Because kink culture is rarely included in counselor education programs, many professional counselors 
have inadequate or inaccurate information about the kink community and BDSM practices, are 
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Clients who practice BDSM may use unique language and terminology that may not be well understood 
by individuals outside of the community (Moore et al., 2018). Although a full, detailed description of 
BDSM terminology is outside the scope of this practice brief, the authors provide the following brief 
explanation. Whereas bondage and discipline entails the use of physical or psychological restraints, 
dominance and submission incorporates the consensual and negotiated exchange of power or authority. 
This exchange of power requires willful and enthusiastic consent and is negotiated and agreed upon by 
all parties involved (Moore, Pincus, & Rodemaker, 2018). Sadism and masochism refer to activities that 
involve strong sensations or stimuli. Fetishism, or a strong interest in or preference for certain activities, 
tools, fabrics, or clothing, is also part of the BDSM and kink community (Nichols, 2006). 

Although “scenes” refer to formal sessions in which two or more individuals engage in planned physical, 
emotional, psychological, or spiritual interactions (Taormino, 2012; Wiseman, 1996),  the actual practice 
and use of skills within a scene is called “play” (Popp & Kaldera, 2014). Individuals within a scene may 
have an identified “dom/me” or “sub.” A dom/me has accepted power and control over a sub and may 
direct them to complete tasks, engage in behaviors, or submit to sadomasochism (Yates & Neuer-Colburn, 
2019). A sub has voluntarily, and with explicit enthusiastic consent, surrendered power and control to 
the dom/me and experiences a sense of fulfillment in pleasing, caring, and serving the dom/me. Dom/
me and sub dynamics may be limited to the negotiated scene or may extend into other aspects of their 
relationships. An important part of dom/me and sub relationships is aftercare. Aftercare is the process 
that occurs after scenes through which subs receive physical, emotional and psychological care and engage 
in open and honest communication with their dom/me about their experiences and reactions (Sagarin, 
Cutler, Cutler, Lawlwer-Sagain, & Matuszewich, 2008). Although individuals may engage in BDSM 
behaviors in various ways, professional counselors must recognize that the role of consent within the kink 
community is clear.

THE ROLE OF CONSENT

The kink community emphasizes the role of consent prior to any psychological or physical encounters. 
Wiseman (1996, p. 8) describes enthusiastic consent as “an active collaboration for the benefit, well-
being, and pleasure of all persons concerned.” Free, chosen, and active consent involves affirmative assent 
that is voluntary and free of coercion and distress. This consent is obtained before and throughout each 
play encounter, or scene, and is subject to revocation or amendment at any time (Fanghanel, 2019). The 
two most commonly referenced frameworks of consent originating within the BDSM community are 
“Safe, Sane, and Consensual” (SSC) and “Risk Aware Consensual Kink” (RACK) (Williams, Thomas, & 
Prior, 2014). Both SSC and RACK focus on consent and safety/risk awareness, although many individuals 
have discontinued the SSC terminology with concerns that the term “sane” pathologizes those individuals 
who practice BDSM who currently face or have a history of mental illness. As the complexities and 
nuances of consent have been explored, a third framework has emerged, “Caring, Communication, 
Consent, and Caution” (4Cs), which has been cited as a more comprehensive approach to the consent 
process through its focus on open communication and emotional wellbeing. 

There are three distinct levels of consent: surface, scene, and deep consent (Williams et al., 2014). 
Surface level consent is illustrated by the initial “yes, I’m interested” or “no, I’m not” when a scene is first 
propositioned and occurs before the specific details of the scene are negotiated. Scene consent involves 
active discussion and negotiation of what will happen before, during, and after the scene, including a plan 
of action for withdrawing or amending consent throughout the encounter (i.e., a safeword) and plans 
for aftercare after the scene has concluded. Deep consent is a more ambiguous process, which is related 
to each person’s capacity to articulate distress and withdraw consent during the scene. The complexity 
of deep consent is illustrated in the following example: A domme and a submissive negotiate a scene 
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where in which the submissive will be flogged to the point of extreme physical distress and will conclude 
when the domme has deemed that the submissive has “had enough.” The implicit assumptions of this 
negotiation are: 1) that the submissive will be capable of using a safeword in the event of “too extreme” 
distress, acknowledging that the ability to use a safeword may by impaired by the severity of distress, and 
2) that the domme will be able to determine (using verbal and nonverbal exchanges with the submissive) 
if the submissive is experiencing a level of distress that may be impairing the ability to withdraw consent. 

Multiple factors contribute to deep consent, including a practitioner’s level of BDSM experience, the level 
of trust/safety established among partners, and the level of specificity achieved during the scene consent 
process. Individuals who are new to BDSM practice who have not yet developed strong communication 
skills, boundary-setting behaviors, and an awareness of personal preferences and motivations may be at 
increased risk of deep consent violations (Beres & MacDonald, 2015). Additionally, play partners who 
have not developed adequate trust and safety may be at an increased risk of miscommunication and 
consent violations. Therefore, it is imperative that more extreme forms of BDSM are enacted after in-depth 
rapport building and communication to protect against accidental consent violations. 
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and sexual masochism are no longer classified as mental disorders (Williams, Prior, Alvarado, Thomas, & 
Christensen, 2016). 
Despite the de-pathologization of BDSM practices within the DSM-5, stigma and misconceptions attached 
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biases, and discomfort about BDSM practices. Therefore, the foremost important strategy in working 
with this population is the counselor’s ability to critically self-examine personal beliefs about BDSM and 
consider the ways in which these beliefs may impact the therapeutic relationship. Professional counselors 
may gain self-awareness in this area by specifically seeking out information on BDSM practice from 
empirical and community sources, forming relationships with members of the BDSM community, and by 
seeking consultation and supervision regarding work with BDSM clients (Yates & Neuer-Colburn, 2019). 

In the event of serious values conflicts with BDSM clients, the counselor should develop and implement 
a strategy to bracket personal beliefs from clients and should seek ongoing supervision in the 
management of the values conflict (Kocet & Herlihy, 2014). Referral to a kink-aware counselor may be 
necessary in cases of extreme values conflicts. The National Coalition for Sexual Freedom has generated 
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Kink Resource Library: https://ncsfreedom.org/resources/resource-library 

When Someone You Love Is Kinky Book: https://kitten-play.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/When-
Someone-You-Love-Is-Kinky-Dossie-Easton.pdf

The New Bottoming Book: https://anarchistbooks.files.wordpress.com/2016/01/dossie-easton-and-janet-
w-hardy-e28093-the-new-bottoming-book.pdf

The New Topping Book: https://anarchistbooks.files.wordpress.com/2016/01/dossie-easton-and-janet-w-
hardy-e28093-the-new-topping-book.pdf 

Scarleteen
Scarleteen is a website that provides comprehensive, inclusive, and supportive information 
about sex and relationships to teenagers and emerging adults. This resource is helpful for
professional counselors who are working with adolescents, teenagers, and young adults who have 
questions about their sex and sexuality. Scarleteen can also be helpful for professional counselors who 
would like to provide resources to parents about how to address topics of sex and sexuality with their 
children.

Resources: 
Basic kinktionary: https://www.scarleteen.com/article/sexual_identity/working_the_kinks_out

How to tell the difference between kink and abuse: https://www.scarleteen.com/blog/
joey/2013/09/02/50_shades_of_bs_how_to_tell_the_difference_between_kink_and_abuse

The National Coalition for Sexual Freedom
The National Coalition for Sexual Freedom was developed to advance the rights of, and advocate for 
consenting adults who practice BDSM, polyamory, and other forms of alternative sexual and relationship 
expressions. The website includes a wide variety of resources that may be beneficial for professional 
counselors who are working with BDSM clients. 

Resources: 
Sample consent policy: https://www.ncsfreedom.org/component/k2/item/787-sample-consent-policy

Power exchange statement: https://www.ncsfreedom.org/component/k2/item/785-power-exchange-
statement

Consent statement summary: https://www.ncsfreedom.org/component/k2/item/784-consent-statement-
summary

Understanding rights and options when consent is violated: 
https://www.ncsfreedom.org/component/k2/item/792-dealing-with-assault

Guide for determining whether consent violation is legal assault: 
https://www.ncsfreedom.org/component/k2/item/791-is-this-assault

BDSM vs. abuse: https://www.ncsfreedom.org/component/k2/item/435

Glossary of BDSM terms: https://www.ncsfreedom.org/component/k2/item/717

What professionals need to know about BDSM: https://www.ncsfreedom.org/component/k2/item/718

Kink is okay pamphlet: https://www.ncsfreedom.org/component/k2/item/716

Kinky is not a diagnosis: 
https://www.ncsfreedom.org/images/stories/pdfs/DSM/Kinky%20is%20NOT%20a%20Diagnosis.pdf
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