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WHAT DO I MEAN BY KINK?



KINK 
TAKES 
MANY 
FORMS



SEXUAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT
How does one come to understand, label, and 
accept (or not accept) their sexual desires?



CASS (1979) MODEL OF GAY AND 
LESBIAN IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT

Confusion Compar-
ison Tolerance Accept-

ance Pride Synthesis



Why study the identity 
development of kinky people?



BACKGROUND

� Kink and fetish-related desires and fantasies are 
common (Joyal, Cosette, and LaPierre, 2014)

� Kinky people may experience greater mental health 
challenges (Sprott and Randall, 2016)
� Identity development critical to mental 

health(Reinhard, 1990; Jung, et al., 2013)
� Pathologizing clinical research (Moser and Kleinplatz, 

2003)
� Sexual identity development focused almost exclusively 

on LGBTQ people(e.g., Cass, 1979; Fassinger, 1996; 
Rosario, et al., 2006)

� Call for kink aware therapy (Kolmes, et al., 2015; Pillai-
Friendman, 2014; Nichols, 2006)



RESEARCH QUESTION

�What stages do kinky people go through 
when coming to terms with their kink 
interests and kink identity?



METHOD

� Anonymous Online Qualitative Survey
� Recruitment

� Targeted Group Advertisements (2/3 of sample)
� Paid Advertisements (1/3 of sample)
� Snowball Sampling (1% of sample)

� Grounded Theory (Glauser and Strauss, 1967)
� Data Collection Ends at Saturation
� 292 participants answered at least the two questions 

analyzed in this presentation
� Gender, Sexual Orientation, Age, Income Diverse
� 1/3 of participants from outside the US (29 countries 

represented)
� Overwhelmingly white (90%)



SURVEY PROMPTS

1) Tell the story of your earliest memory of being interested in some 
kind of kink.

Question 1: 
Earliest Memory

Question 2: 
Identity Crystallization

2) Tell the story of when you first started to consider yourself a kinky 
person



EXAMPLE CODING OF 
EARLIEST MEMORY

Middle 
Childhood

Childhood 
Play

IntellectualizationEarly Teens

Incomprehension

� When I was 10 years old, I would play make-believe with my 
stuffed animals and some of these stories involved being 
captured  and tortured or surviving harsh conditions or getting 
sick.  At the time, I didn't know enough about my own body to 
understand that I was getting aroused.  I wasn't touching what I 
knew as "private parts": breasts, clit, etc., so I didn't know that my 
experience was sexual in nature.  I didn't come to this realization 
until about 2 years later when I finally pieced it together while 
continuing to engage in this solo play.



EXAMPLE CODING OF 
IDENTITY CRYSTALLIZATION

� “As I hit puberty, I think that my interests in bondage became 
intertwined with my notions of sexuality.  As a teenager I thought I 
was fucked up for having thoughts like this.  Then, I saw the video 
for Madonna's song, "Erotica."  As soon as I saw images of 
Madonna dominating people with restraints and impact tools, it 
was kind of weird relief to me.  I thought to myself, "Wow!  There 
are other people who think this way too?!!"  I wasn't alone in the 
world with these weird thoughts any longer.”

Early Teens
Teens

Kink-
Pathologization

Yearning

Sexually
Explicit
Media

Kinship



DATASETS

ID# Teens Yearning Kinship Etc.

1 1 1 0 …

2 1 1 0 …

3 0 0 0 …

4 1 1 0 …

5 0 1 1 …

6 0 1 1 …

7 1 0 0 …

8 1 1 0 …

Etc. … … … …

ID# Teens Yearning Kinship Etc.

1 0 0 1 …

2 1 1 1 …

3 0 0 0 …

4 0 0 1 …

5 0 0 1 …

6 0 1 1 …

7 1 0 0 …

8 1 0 1 …

Etc. … … … …

Question 1: 
Earliest Memory

Question 2: 
Identity Crystallization



COMPUTING 
EXPLORATORY 
YULE’S Q

Time 2 (Identity Crystallization)
Code: Kinship

Time 1 (Earliest Memory)
Code: Yearning

Code Absent(0) Code Present (1)
Code Absent (0) 155 29
Code Present (1) 71 37

Time 2 (Identity Crystallization)
Code: Yearning

Time 1 (Earliest Memory)
Code: Kinship

Code Absent (0) Code Present (1)
Code Absent (0) 189 82
Code Present(1) 17 4

Prediction 
Direction

Yules Q 95% CI P-value

Yearning à
Kinship

[.255, .690] .001

Kinship à
Yearning

[-.807, .213] .227



Yearning Kinship







5 PHASES OF KINK IDENTITY 
DEVELOPMENT



PHASE 1: EARLY ENCOUNTERS (1-10)

“Probably when I was 
around 3 or 4, I enjoyed 
when the boys chased 
the girls as "monsters" to 
capture them. I always 

wanted to be captured, 
but had to try and hide 

that since you are 
supposed to be running 

away from them.”  

“…I watched some 
series on television 
where a beautiful 

woman was tied to the 
mast of a ship and 

flogged. I remember 
getting very tight 

contractions in my 
vagina.”



PHASE 2: EXPLORATION WITH SELF (5-
14)

� “…so this happened in early grade school…I 
encountered some friends using crayons to 
make blueprints for dream roller coasters.…So I 
drew one up, and I don't recall too many 
details but:  My roller coaster's seats had anal 
dildos (not that I knew either the word anal or 
the word dildo) And boys and girls had to sit in 
different seats …And as the roller coaster went 
on, it would shove passengers into each other, 
producing penetration…It remained one of my 
favorite fantasies for a long time, though.



PHASE 2: EXPLORATION WITH SELF 
(CONTINUED) (5-14)

“Age 8 and masturbating, I 
would turn the faucet on 
hot or cold and mount it 

and enjoy the sensations of 
pain, while edging myself 

before finally letting myself 
cum.”



PHASE 3: EVALUATION (11-14)

� “At the time, I had no idea what it was, and, 
while I wouldn't say that it scared me, I knew 
better than to share those thoughts. This is 
actually the first time that I'm ever talking about 
it.”

� “I then started to google “BDSM” and find out 
what it was about”

� “[I first thought of myself as a kinky person] when 
I realized that it was abnormal to want to leave 
bruises and scars on your partner”.



PHASE 4: FINDING OTHERS (11+)

�“Once I attended my first [BDSM] party 
I concluded that this was my tribe and 
that all my dark sexual desires where 
OK and they were to be celebrated.”

� I went to our local sex positive club 
and walked around watching kinksters 
for hours and hours. I felt like I was 
home.



PHASE 5: EXPLORATION 
WITH OTHERS (15+)

� “One of my first partners asked what I 
wanted to try sexually. He was open to 
anything. Having read lots of erotica I 
had a million ideas.”

� “I suppose it would be this past 
summer when I had kinky sex for the 
first time. Before that it was just a 
fantasy, now that I've experienced 
something kinky and have learned 
that I like it, I consider myself to be 
kinky.”



VARIATIONS: 
COMMODIFICATION
� “It was when I started 

sex working in 2008 
(when I was 26) that I 
really started to 
define myself as 
being kinky.”

� “Since I was 14 and 
browsed shops, looking 
at kinky gear and toys.”

� “Probably when I 
bought my vibrator, butt 
plug and nipple 
clamps.”



VARIATIONS: EXPLORATION BY PROXY

�“In high school, I randomly 
convinced a friend or two to swap 
shoes with me. The link being 'walk 
a mile in someone else’s shoes' to 
my 'kink'. This went unnoticed by 
them, and they were often happy 
to do it.” 



VARIATIONS: COMING TO KINK FROM 
AN UNSATISFYING RELATIONSHIP

� “I was 43 and trying to save my very vanilla marriage.  
I was talking to women in chat rooms about sex 
because my wife's interest had been declining over 15 
years to the point of disdain.  I thought I must be doing 
something wrong so was asking for information…One 
of the people there sent me to a web site to read 
about Dominance & Submission…The ironic part was 
that my wife found my browser history and ended the 
marriage the same day.  So much for saving the 
marriage.”



VARIATIONS: KINK AS OVERCOMING 
HARDSHIPS

� “…I struggle in social situations with 
conversation/social cues, etc., (I have Asperger's 
syndrome) so I think being interested in kink started 
because of the ability to set out 
rules/limits/straightforward communication without 
any subtlety.”

� “It's a concern that my biggest turn-ons mirror horrific 
experiences in childhood. On the other hand, gently 
replaying scenarios with someone caring, 
understanding, and gentle can be incredibly healing”



VARIATIONS: KINK AS OVERCOMING 
HARDSHIPS (CONTINUED)

� “I first applied the term kinky to myself as a freshman in high 
school- I was one of those kids who wore a collar as part of my 
goth look everywhere, and had the scars on my wrist that were 
covered up with bracelets. Kink became a healing process for 
me at that point, rather then just a vague interest. I stopped self 
harming and instead learned to see myself as valuable.”

� “Having had time to grow into it, I find my identity as a sadist and 
dominant very positive.   It may seem like hyperbole, but I think 
finding a kinky community that helped me understand who I am 
probably saved my life. I spent years locked in addictions to hide 
from who I was and I don't think my sobriety would have lasted 
without that understanding.”



CONCLUSIONS

� Kink-pathologization is a 
normal and typical part of 
kink identity development

� Early adolescence as a 
critical time of exploration 
and evaluation

� Community involvement 
playing a central role in 
positive identity 
development

� Consistency of desire across 
the life span



LIMITATIONS
�Open-ended data 
�Self-report
�Non-

representativeness
�Exploratory



IMPLICATIONS

�Therapy
�Sex education
�DSM-5
�Kink interest as a/many parameter/s of 

sexual orientation in Sexual 
Configurations Theory? 



THANK YOU!
� Graduate Advisor: Phil Hammack, 

� Coders: Bowen Yao, Kiana Namaki, 
Austin Bailey, Mikaela Marcos, Raia
Cherednikov

� Statistical Consultant: Doug Bonnet

� Politics Culture and Identity Lab: Erin 
Toolis, Stephanie Barron Lu, Corinna 
Sales, Elliot Cohen, Richard Clark, 
Madigan Bailey 






