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BDSM: Does it Hurt or Help Sexual Satisfaction, Relationship 

Satisfaction, and Relationship Closeness? 

This national web-population study from Norway (N = 4,148) assessed 1) the 

prevalence of BDSM and role-play interests and behaviors, 2) the socio-

demographic characteristics of the BDSM-oriented participants, and 3) the 

associations between a) BDSM and b) role-play interests and behaviors, and 

sexual satisfaction, relationship satisfaction, and relationship closeness. Over one 

in three study participants endorsed at least one BDSM interest or behavior 

variable. There were no gender nor educational level differences between the 

BDSM-oriented participants and their traditional “vanilla” (non-BDSM-oriented) 

counterparts, though BDSM and interests were more common among younger 

and self-identified LGBQ+ participants. Sexual satisfaction was positively 

associated with role-play and BDSM behaviors while interest in role-play (but 

not having previously engaged in it) was negatively associated with this outcome. 

Lower relationship closeness was associated with an interest in role-play (but not 

having tried it). No BDSM-related variables were significantly associated with 

relationship closeness. The findings suggest that BDSM interests and behaviors 

are relatively common and are linked with sexual and relationship satisfaction.  

Keywords: BDSM; sexual satisfaction; relationship satisfaction; intimate 

relationships; sexual behavior 

  



Bondage-discipline/dominance-submission/sadomasochism (BDSM) is an area of 

sexuality that has received relatively little attention from sexual science. Although 

the experiences and identities of BDSM practitioners (Simula, 2019) and 

definitions of BDSM vary, “BDSM reflects an experience in which the consensual 

use of physical and/or psychological stimulation involving the eroticization of 

power and/or pain generates sexual arousal and satisfaction”, (Graham et al., 

2016, p. 895). BDSM behaviors can include using restraints in a sexual setting 

(blindfolds, handcuffs, chains, or ropes), consensual sexual spanking, flogging, 

whipping, or hitting, showing subordination to a partner (e.g., kneeling in front of 

a partner and/or using titles when addressing a partner), humiliation, and breath 

control/play (controlling breath/suffocation) (Holvoet, et al., 2017; Weierstall & 

Giebel, 2017). BDSM behaviors may often be characterized by a key element of 

role-play (Moser & Kleinplatz 2006) and contributions from game studies suggest 

that BDSM sexual activities may even be considered a type of live-action role-

play (Brown & Stenros, 2018; Harviainen, 2012). Moreover, many role-play 

themes can involve the erotization of power, a key feature in the definition of 

BDSM (e.g., age-play, master-slave, torturer/captive prisoner, authority figure, 

goddess worship; Harviainen, 2012). Thus, the two may be inextricably linked. 

Although sexual role-play is believed to be common among sexual repertoires 

(e.g., doctor/nurse/patient, handyman and housewife), there have been almost no 

peer-reviewed articles published on the topic (Harviainen, 2012).  

There has also been limited research on the topic of BDSM (Ahlers et al., 

2011; Moser & Klienplatz, 2006). Though early psychological and medical 

research focused on BDSM from a pathologizing point of view (Langdridge & 

Barker, 2007; Simula, 2019), there has been a move away from the pathologizing 



view towards BDSM in research (Langdridge & Barker, 2007; Simula, 2019; 

Weirstall & Giebel, 2017). Outside of academia, BDSM has become more 

mainstream in popular culture (Sisson, 2007; Weiss, 2006), quite possibly due to 

the rise of the internet (Langdridge & Barker, 2007) and best sellers like Fifty 

Shades of Grey (James, 2012). However, stigma and discrimination towards 

BDSM practitioners are reported on the societal level (Bezreh et al., 2012; 

Wright, 2006) and among clinicians (Kolmes et al., 2006; Rogak & Connors, 

2018; Sprott & Randall, 2017). This could lead to physical and/or mental health 

disparities resulting from strained interactions with healthcare systems, such as 

discrimination from health care professionals and refusal of treatment of BDSM 

practitioners (Sprott & Randall, 2017).  

In order to consider a particular sexuality (either in terms of: sexual 

orientation, desire, arousal pattern, fantasy, or behavior) pathological, it requires 

juxtaposition to “normal” sexuality (Moser & Kleinplatz, 2006; Rogak & Connor, 

2018). If we understand “normal” in terms of prevalence or frequency (i.e., that it 

is common), estimates of the prevalence of BDSM fantasies, desires, and 

behaviors could serve to better comprehend human sexuality in general as well as 

to place BDSM along the spectrum of conceptualizations of “normal” to 

“pathological” sexualities. However, current estimates of BDSM are rudimentary 

at best (Moser & Klienplatz, 2006; Sisson, 2007). Population studies from 

Australia and Belgium found that 1.8-12.5% engaged in BDSM behavior in the 

last year/regularly and nearly 47% have ever performed a BDSM behavior in the 

past (Holvoet et al., 2017; Richters, 2008). Another study found sadomasochistic 

fantasies to be reported by between 18.5% (masochistic) and 24.8% (sadistic) of 

German men (Ahlers et al., 2011). A Canadian study reports the desire to realize 



behavior related to sadism to be 7.1% and masochism 23.8%, and lifetime 

engagement in sadism 5.5% and masochism 19.2% of a provincial population 

(Joyal & Carpentier, 2017). A national web-population Norwegian study of 

younger adults (18-29 years of age) found that approximately 20% of this 

population had ever engaged in at least one BDSM-related activity and nearly 

16% had ever tried sexual role-play (Træen, 2016).  However, more population 

studies are needed.  

 Research has found that BDSM practitioners are more likely to be male 

(Holvoet et al., 2017; Ritchters et al., 2008) and that BDSM is more sexually arousing 

to men (Dawson et al, 2016), particularly sadism (Mundy & Cioe, 2019), while 

humiliation/masochism related fantasies and behaviors are more common and arousing 

among women (Alison et al., 2001; Joyal & Carpentier, 2017; Mundy & Cioe, 2019). 

BDSM practices have been reported to be more common among lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

and Queer (LGBQ) identified people (Ritchters et al., 2008). Research has consistently 

suggested that those with higher educational levels (e.g. Alison et al., 2001; Botta et al, 

2019; Connolly, 2006; Gemberling et al., 2015; Traæn, 2016; Wismeijer & Assen, 

2013)  and older age were more represented in BDSM communities (Alison et al., 

2001), though these findings have not been replicated in all studies (e.g., Ritchters et al., 

2008). Further, BDSM has long been associated with higher socio-economic classes 

(Simula, 2019).   

Despite the fact that one of the most common reasons for engaging in BDSM 

behaviors is pleasure (it feels good) (Labrecque et al., 2020; Silva, 2015) and 

pornography research suggest that BDSM related themes are prevalently accessed for 

sexual arousal (Hald & Štulhofer, 2016a; Hald & Štulhofer, 2016b), few studies have 

examined sexual satisfaction among BDSM practitioners (Pascoal et al., 2015). Those 



that have investigated the topic found that when compared with non-BDSM-oriented 

(vanilla) populations, those with BDSM interests/behaviors reported higher levels of 

sexual satisfaction (Botta et al., 2019; Joyal & Carpentier, 2017). Moreover, among 

BDSM practitioners, no difference in sexual satisfaction levels was reported in BDSM 

contexts vs non-BDSM contexts (Pascoal et al., 2015).   

Due to the general pathologizing of BDSM desires and behaviors (Klein & 

Moser, 2006; Kolmes et al., 2006; Lawrence & Love-Crowell, 2008; Ridinger, 2006; 

Wright, 2006, 2010), therapists and clinicians have also appeared to pathologize the 

romantic relationships of BDSM practitioners. Kelsey and colleagues (2013) found that 

33% of surveyed therapists believed that the romantic relationships of BDSM 

practitioners were unhealthy. However, extant research has found that those who 

practice BDSM did not differ from a sample of non-BDSM practitioners in terms of the 

level of relationship satisfaction (Rogak & Connors, 2018). Indeed, according to first-

person testimonies (narratives) obtained from Internet discussion forums, BDSM 

practitioners report that one of the most frequent reasons for engaging in BDSM 

behaviors is that they trust their partner (Labrecque et al., 2020). Together, these two 

findings suggest that BDSM behaviors may take place within romantic relationships 

characterized by trust and satisfaction, two factors that are often assumed to indicate a 

healthy relationship (Campbell & Stanton, 2019; Fitzpatrick & Lafontaine, 2017). The 

link between BDSM behaviors and relationship satisfaction may be understood through 

the lens of self-expansion theory (Aron et al., 1991). According to this theory, 

relationship satisfaction is higher when partners engage in shared novel and challenging 

activities (Aron et al., 1991). Such activities allow for increased closeness, as partners 

learn about themselves and each other through these activities (i.e., include the other in 

the self; Aron et al., 2013). In line with this logic, Sagarin et al. (2009) found that 



BDSM practitioners reported higher relationship closeness immediately after a BDSM 

interaction (scene) that both practitioners rated as having had gone well, suggesting that 

BDSM behaviors may be associated with increased closeness in BDSM relationships. 

However, thus far, the associations between BDSM desires, interests and behavior, 

relationship satisfaction, and closeness have not been well investigated.  

Current study 

In summary, notably sparse in the literature are population studies on BDSM 

and role-play; to our knowledge, only two studies specifically assessing the prevalence 

of BDSM have been published (Holvoet et al., 2017; Richters, 2008). This limits our 

ability to estimate how common BDSM interests and behaviors are, as well as what the 

socio-demographic characteristic of BDSM practitioners are. Other voids in our 

understandings of BDSM practitioners are regarding sexual satisfaction, relationship 

satisfaction, and relationship closeness, especially taking into account that the most 

common motivations for engaging in BDSM behaviors are related to these factors. In 

order to bridge these gaps, this study uses a large web-sample from Norway to explore 

the following research questions (RQ):  

RQ1: How common are a) BDSM and b) role-play interests and behaviors? 

RQ2: What are the socio-demographic characteristics of the BDSM-oriented 

participants? 

RQ3: What are the associations between a) BDSM and b) role-play interests and 

behaviors, and 1) sexual satisfaction, 2) relationship satisfaction, and 3) relationship 

closeness? 

Method 

Participants 



A total of 4,148 people were included in the study, of which 52.4% (n = 2,181) 

identified as men and 47.3% (n = 1967) as women (the 12 respondents who identified as 

“other” were excluded from the analyses of the present paper). The average age was 

46.53 years (SD = 17.08, Mdn = 44.00, range 18 to 89) and 64.4% had a higher 

educational level. In terms of sexuality and relationship status, 93.5% identified as 

heterosexual and 74.1% had a steady romantic/sexual partner (see Table 1).  

To assess the representativeness of the sample, we compared the participants to the 

general Norwegian population in 2019 in terms of gender, age, and education. These 

analyses revealed that the study sample was more highly educated (χ2(3) = 1867.57, p < 

.001), that more men participated (χ2(1) = 11.04, p = .001), and more people between 

the ages of 30 and 44 responded whereas people younger than 30, and over the age of 

45 were less represented (χ2(3) = 81.55, p < .001) (population data were obtained from 

Statistics Norway, n.d.: https://data.ssb.no/api/v0/en/table/08921/; 

https://data.ssb.no/api/v0/en/table/07459/). Other sample characteristics are presented 

elsewhere (Træen et al., 2021). This study is part of a larger project concerning a wide 

range of non-BDSM-related aspects of sexuality and other articles from this larger 

project have been published (Fisher & Træen, 2021; Koletić et al., 2021; Træen et al., 

2021; Træen & Fischer, 2021; Træen & Thuen, 2021). 

Measures 

Sociodemographic Variables 

Gender was coded 1 = male and 2 = female. 

Age was measured as continuous variables and recoded into the following age 

groups: 1 = 18-29 years, 2 = 30-44 years, 3 = 45-59 years, and 4 = ≥ 60 years. The age 

categories were chosen to ensure an approximate equal number of respondents in each 

https://data.ssb.no/api/v0/en/table/08921/
https://data.ssb.no/api/v0/en/table/07459/


category: < 30 (n = 882), 30–44 (n = 1,225), 45–59 (n = 965), and ≥ 60 years (n = 

1,088).  

Sexual orientation was assessed by the question: “Do you currently regard 

yourself as:” The response categories were 1 = Homosexual/lesbian, 2 = Heterosexual, 

3 = Bisexual/pansexual, 4 = Asexual, and 5 = Other. The variable was coded as a 

dichotomous variable: 1 = LGBQ+ (previous categories 1, 3, 4 and 5), and 2 = 

Heterosexual. 

Relationship status was assessed by asking, 1) “What is your marital status?” 

The response categories were 1 = unmarried, 2 = separated/divorced, 3 = 

widow/widower, and 4 = married/cohabitant/registered partnership. Those who 

responded unmarried, separated/divorced, or widow/widower were asked  2) “Are you 

currently in a stable/long-term relationship?” with the response categories of 1 = no, 2 = 

yes, with one person, 3 = yes, with several people. A relationship status variable was 

computed with these two questions so that people who indicated being in a steady 

relationship by indicating being in a married/cohabitant/registered partnership (response 

option 4 to question 1) or in a stable/long-term relationship (or response options 2 or 3 

to question 2) were coded 1 = in a relationship, 0 = not in a relationship.  

Education level was assessed as the highest level of formal completed education. 

The response categories were 1 = primary school (6–8 years at school), 2 = Lower 

secondary school (9–11 years at school), 3 = Higher secondary school, high school (12–

13 years at school), 4 = College, lower university level (Bachelor degree level or 

similar), and 5 = Higher university level (Master degree, Ph.D. level or similar). The 

variable was subsequently recoded into 1 = lower educational level (response options 1, 

2, and 3), 2 = higher educational level  (response options 4 and 5). The dichotomized 

variable was used in all analyses whereas the original variable is reported in Table 1.  



Relational Factors 

Relationship satisfaction was assessed by a one-item indicator: “All things 

considered, how satisfied are you with your current relationship?” The response options 

were evaluated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 = not at all satisfied to 7 = completely 

satisfied. The measure was taken from the German Health and Sexuality Survey 

(GeSiD) (https://gesid.eu/studie/). 

Relationship closeness was assessed using the Inclusion of Other in the Scale 

(IOS) pictorial scale (Aron et al., 1992). The scale is a single item consisting of 7 Venn 

diagrams of varying overlap, corresponding to different degrees of sensed closeness. 

Participants were asked to choose the figure which best describes their relationship to 

their partner. Higher scores represent greater feelings of closeness. 

Sexual satisfaction  

Sexual satisfaction was assessed with the question “All things considered – how 

satisfied are you with your sexual life?”, with the following response options: 1 = 

Dissatisfied, 2 = A little dissatisfied, 3 = Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, 4 = Quite 

satisfied, and 5 = Very satisfied. Higher scores indicate higher levels of sexual 

satisfaction.  

BDSM-related variables 

Participants were asked the following questions regarding their BDSM 

orientation: 

1) Could you see yourself being sexually stimulated by ritual games connected 

to dominance and submission? 

2) Could you see yourself being sexually stimulated by using consensual 

dominance/submission/pain? 

3) What have you tried, or want to try, during sex: Role-play?” 

https://gesid.eu/studie/


4) “What have you tried, or want to try, during sex: BDSM (sadomasochism, 

bondage, dominance and submission)?” 

For question 1 and 2, the response options were 1 = Can think of doing this myself, 2 = 

Cannot think of doing this myself, but would accept it in my partner, 3 = Cannot think 

of doing this myself, and would not accept it for my partner, but accept that others 

function that way, and 4 = Unacceptable. These phrasings were taken from Lewin et al. 

(2000) and part of a 9-item series of questions employed in this study regarding 

attitudes towards sexual behaviors ranging from sexual stimulation with shoes and 

undergarments, sending nude pictures, and cross-dressing. Two dummy coded variables 

were created (Ritual sub/dom games stimulating and Consensual dom/sub/pain 

stimulating), in which where 1 = “can think of doing this myself” and all other 

responses = 0. These two items come from a series of seven questions included in this 

study regarding sexual behaviors adapted from the 2019 German Health and Sexuality 

Survey. The other items in this section assessed lifetime prevalence of and interest in 

behaviors such as using sex toys, having sex in unusual places, and engaging in group 

sex (GeSid; https://gesid.eu/studie/). For questions 3 and 4, the response options were 1 

= I have already tried it, 2 = I want to try it, and 3 = I have not and do not want to try it. 

These items were dummy coded to create two sets of dummy variables so that vanilla 

(non-BDSM-oriented responses) were the reference category (response option 3) and 

BDSM/role-play interests and behaviors were the comparison categories. For the first 

set of dummy variables (Role-play Interest and BDSM Behavior Interest), the response 

“I want to try it” was coded as 1 and all other responses were coded as 0. For two other 

dummy variables (Role-play Behavior and BDSM Behavior), the response “I have 

already tried it” was coded as 1 and all other responses were coded as 0. Thus, for these 

https://gesid.eu/studie/


dummy variables, the response “I have not and do not want to try it” served the 

reference category (0). 

Additionally, Any BDSM Interest/Behavior was calculated by summing any affirmative 

response to the above BDSM-related variables; this variable was only used for 

descriptive Table 1.  

Procedure 

Email invitations were sent in March of 2020 to a randomly selected sample of 

11,685 people registered in Kantar’s Gallup Panel. The Norwegian Kantar’s Gallup 

Panel (https://www.gallup.com/analytics/213695/gallup-panel.aspx) consists of 

approximately 46,000 individuals. People are randomly recruited through telephone 

interviews and cannot self-recruit. The panel is representative of the 98% of 

Norwegians with internet access (Media Norway, n.d.; see 

http://www.medienorge.uib.no/english/). The response rate in this study was 35.6% (N 

= 4,160) and nearly half responded to the survey on mobile devices.  

The Gallup Panel members are registered with a large set of social background 

variables, such as age, gender, occupation, education, income, media habits, consumer 

habits, and questions related to politics, culture, sports, etc. All members are guaranteed 

safety and anonymity, and participation in surveys is voluntary. A small incentive is 

given to motivate participation, but not large enough to be the cause of participation in 

surveys. All studies follow the ethical guidelines developed for market- and poll 

organization surveys (see also: https://www.tnsglobal.com/press-release/we-are-

strongly-committed-ethical-and-sustainable-practices). 

Statistical Analysis 

 To investigate how common BDSM interests and behaviors are (RQ1), 

frequencies were calculated for the seven BDSM-related variables. 

https://www.gallup.com/analytics/213695/gallup-panel.aspx
http://www.medienorge.uib.no/english/


To examine the socio-demographic characteristics of the BDSM-oriented 

participants (RQ2), chi-square analyses were used to assess whether there were 

differences regarding the socio-demographic variables of gender, sexual orientation, 

age, and educational level in terms of endorsement of BDSM interests and behaviors. 

Each BDSM variable was analysed separately (yes = 1/no = 0 format).  

 To examine the associations between the socio-demographic, BDSM, and 

relational variables, we first examined zero-order Pearson correlation among all 

variables. We then conducted a series of hierarchical regression analyses, with BDSM 

interests and behaviors as predictors, and sexual satisfaction, relationship satisfaction, 

and relationship closeness as outcomes. Sociodemographic variables were entered in the 

first step and BDSM interests and behavior variables were entered in the second step. In 

this way, we could assess the unique contribution of BDSM-related variables to the 

outcome measures in terms of the change in R2 (i.e., how much of the variance of the 

outcome is accounted for by BDSM-related variables, after accounting for socio-

demographic factors). Only those who reported being in a steady relationship were 

included in the relationship satisfaction and relationship closeness analyses.  

Results 

Frequency analyses showed that 34% of the population were BDSM oriented in 

some way (RQ1). Breaking it down by sub-question, 16.6% of participants asserted 

interest in BDSM in that they could see themselves being sexually stimulated by ritual 

games connected to dominance and submission (Ritual Sub/Dom Games Stimulating), 

15.5% could see themselves being sexually stimulated by using consensual 

dominance/submission/pain (Consensual Dom/Sub/Pain Stimulating), 14.3% would like 

to try role-play but had not (Role-play Interest), and 8.9% would like to try BDSM but 

had not (BDSM Behavior Interest). As to the lifetime prevalence of BDSM and role-



play behaviors, 11.1% have tried role-play during sexual activity (Role-play Behavior) 

and 9.7% have tried BDSM (BDSM Behavior) (see Table 1).  

The results of the chi-square analyses (RQ2) demonstrated that BDSM-oriented 

people did not differ from non-BDSM-oriented participants in terms of gender (except 

for Role-play Interest, more men would like to try it but have not) and educational level. 

More LGBQ+ participants were BDSM-oriented than their heterosexual counterparts 

and more of the younger populations were BDSM-oriented than older participants (see 

Table 2).  

Examining associations between BDSM interests/behaviors, and relational 

factors (RQ3), Pearson zero-order correlations demonstrated that Role-play Interest and 

BDSM Interest were negatively correlated, while Role-play Behaviors and BDSM 

Behaviors were positively correlated with sexual satisfaction. Ritual Sub/Dom Games 

Stimulating, Role-play Interest, and BDSM Interest were negatively correlated with 

relationship satisfaction, whereas no BDSM-related variables were significantly 

correlated with relationship closeness (see Table 3).  

The overall hierarchical regression model for sexual satisfaction accounted for 

2.4% of the variance and BDSM-related variables accounted for 1.4% of the variance. 

Wanting to try role-play (but not having tried it) was associated with lower sexual 

satisfaction (ß = -.078), while having tried role-play (ß = .037) and having engaged in 

BDSM activity (ß = .052) predicted higher sexual satisfaction (see Table 4).  

The hierarchical regression analysis for relationship satisfaction revealed that 

none of the BDSM-related variables were associated with relationship satisfaction. The 

overall model explained 1.6% of the variance and BDSM-related variables accounted 

for 0.3% of the variance. The analysis for relationship closeness found that the overall 

model accounted for 0.7% of the variance and that BDSM related variables accounted 



for 0.7% of the variance, and only wanting to try role-play (but not having done so) was 

associated with lower reported relationship closeness (ß = -.075) (see Table 4).   

Discussion 

 This study surveyed a large national web-population to gain insight into role-

play and BDSM interests and behaviors. Moreover, the study design allowed for 

comparing BDSM-oriented and traditional vanilla (non-BDSM-oriented) populations in 

terms of socio-demographic characteristics and three sexual/relational outcomes: sexual 

satisfaction, relationship satisfaction, and relationship closeness. Overall, the study 

addresses key gaps in knowledge identified in the literature (see introduction).  

      Our study revealed that being interested in and engaging in BDSM related 

behaviors is fairly common, as 34.4% of a Norwegian adult population are interested in 

BDSM in some way (including interest in trying BDSM but never having done so, and 

openness to being sexually stimulated in a BDSM situation), though just under 10% had 

ever engaged in BDSM behavior (RQ1). Our findings contrast with other population 

studies’ findings of 1.8% and 46.8% prevalence rates (Holvoet et al., 2017; Richters et 

al., 2008). These differences could be due to differences in measurement, as we 

employed a single-item measure of ever engaging in BDSM, whereas Holvoet et al. 

(2017) used a 54-item measure of a broader variety of BDSM-related activities. People 

may be more likely to endorse a specific behavior, such as sexual spanking, whipping, 

or using handcuffs in a sexual context, than “BDSM” and, some participants may have 

been reluctant to endorse items with the term “BDSM” due to the associated stigma. 

However, a 2013 study of 18-29-year-olds in Norway included the same items as we 

employed. That study found that participants were more likely to endorse the item with 

the word “consensual” than a similar item without it (see items 1 and 2 under BDSM-

related variables in the methods section) (Træen, 2016). This finding may highlight the 



importance of concreteness and wording of items and participant responses (Træen, 

2016). Further, our nearly 10% lifetime prevalence of BDSM behaviors was likely 

higher than the nearly 2% found by Richers et al. (2008) as their study assessed 

behaviors in the past 12 months.  

An alternative explanation could be cultural differences in acceptance and 

prevalence of BDSM-related behaviors as BDSM was found to be widely accepted 

among Norwegian young adults (Træen, 2016); future research could further assess this 

possibility.  

 The findings from this large web-population study concerning the frequency of 

BDSM-related arousal, interests, and behavior may serve to contextualize “normal” 

sexuality. If “normal” is conceptualized as normative in terms of what normally 

(frequently) occurs in the absence of culturally informed judgment, then if one in three 

people of a general web-population is interested in this type of sexuality in some way, 

perhaps it can be considered to constitute “normal” sexuality. More research is needed 

on a global scale to categorically define “normality” if this is even theoretically 

possible. However, the current study can contribute to a better understanding of the 

position of BDSM in the context of human sexuality.  

Demographic Characteristics of the BDSM participants 

In reference to the socio-demographic characteristics (RQ2), BDSM-oriented 

people in our study did not differ from non-BDSM-oriented participants in terms of 

gender and education, except for an interest in trying role-play, which more men than 

women endorsed. In general, this lack of association with gender contrasts previous 

research, which found gender differences in that more men are likely to engage in and 

be aroused by BDSM (Dawson et al, 2016; Holvoet et al., 2017; Mundy & Cioe, 2019; 

Ritchters et al., 2008). The lack of significant findings in terms of educational level also 



differed from much of the literature (e.g. Alison et al., 2001; Botta et al, 2019; 

Connolly, 2006; Gemberling et al., 2015; Traæn, 2016; Wismeijer & Assen, 2013), and 

these studies were conducted in diverse countries including Italy, the United States, 

Finland, the Netherlands, and Norway. Thus, our null finding is likely not due to 

cultural differences and/or differences in educational attainment levels between 

countries, though it could be due to a ceiling effect, as nearly 65% of the participants 

had at least a bachelor’s degree. It could also be due to sampling bias, as participants 

had higher educational attainment levels than the general Norwegian population, or due 

to employing the dichotomized variable in the chi-square analyses, which was done to 

improve power.  

Moreover, we found that BDSM interests and behaviors were more common 

among younger populations, which is in accordance with what was found in another 

Norwegian study (Træen, 2016). However, this finding is also in contrast to previous 

research, which has found that those with older age were more represented in BDSM 

communities (Alison et al., 2001). Together, the absence of educational level and 

gender differences, and the reversal of the age association could be indicative of the 

general mainstreaming of BDSM (Andrieu et al, 2019; Simula, 2019; Sisson, 2007; 

Weiss, 2006) that has occurred in recent years, especially considering that BDSM-

related sexual activities are found to be relatively prevalent in college-age populations 

(Herbenick et al., 2021). Conversely, our findings that more of the younger populations 

were BDSM-oriented than older participants (which differs from previous studies) may 

be due to methodological differences, as this study was conducted online and earlier 

studies were often conducted in person or recruited participants through BDSM clubs.   

The final finding regarding sociodemographic variables - that more LGBQ+ 

participants were BDSM oriented than their heterosexual counterparts - is in line with 



previous research, which has also found that more LGBQ+ identified participants 

endorsed BDSM than heterosexual participants did (Ritchters et al., 2008). This could 

be due to sexual cultural scripts and more acceptance of sexual diversity in preferences 

such as BDSM among LGBQ+ communities, particularly among the gay leather 

community (Simula, 2019).  

Sexual Satisfaction, Relationship Closeness, and Relationship Satisfaction  

 Consistent with previous research (Botta et al., 2019; Joyal & Carpentier, 2017), 

the findings indicated that having engaged in role-play and BDSM behaviors were 

associated with higher levels of sexual satisfaction. Other research found similar reports 

involving pain during sexual activity for increased pleasure, and quality/intensity of 

orgasm (Silva, 2015). Although this study does not directly assess the integration of 

pain in BDSM behaviors, a mechanism for the increased sexual satisfaction among 

participants may be related to the findings of the induction of analgesia during sexual 

activity (particularly vaginal/cervical stimulation). The pain threshold is raised yet 

tactile sensitivity is not altered (Komisaruk et al., 2004; Komisaruk et al., 1997; 

Komisaruk & Wallman, 1977; Whipple & Komisaruk, 1985; Whipple et al., 1992). 

However, more research is needed to understand the potential neural basis of the 

relationships between pain, pleasure, and BDSM.   

In the current study, an interest in role-play but never having tried it was 

associated with lower levels of sexual satisfaction. This could indicate a difference 

between 1) wanting to try or experiment with a particular sexual behavior but not yet 

having done so and 2) fulfilling the interest by engaging in the behavior. That is, leaving 

the interest unfilled may be a determining factor in sexual satisfaction levels. It may 

also be that these individuals have lower sexual assertiveness and/or communicate their 

sexual interests and desires poorly to their partners, both of which have been 



consistently found to be predictive of lower sexual satisfaction (e.g., Haavio-Mannila & 

Kontula, 1997; Theiss, 2011; Velten & Margraf, 2017).  

 Similarly, we found that no BDSM-related variable was associated with 

relationship satisfaction and only interest in role-play (wanting to try role-play but never 

having had done so) was significantly associated with lower relationship closeness. 

Together with the finding that interest in role-play (wanting to try role-play but never 

having had done it) was associated with lower sexual satisfaction, these results may 

support the idea that issues with communication about sexual interests to a partner and 

sexual assertiveness may be the mechanism at play. That is, people who wish to try 

role-play may not feel close and comfortable enough with their partner to communicate 

such desires and therefore experience lower sexual satisfaction and relationship 

closeness.  

Moreover, if one member of a couple is BDSM-oriented while the other is not/ 

traditional vanilla (non-BDSM) oriented, communication within the relationship, and 

specifically negotiation about sexuality, is important for the relationship (Meyer & 

Chen, 2019).  Indeed, in line with self-expansion theory (Aron et al., 1991), such 

communication may be particularly important in the early stages of the relationship in 

which a great deal of the relational negotiations and learning about the self through the 

inclusion of the other in the self takes place. Feeling that one’s need for self-expansion 

is not met (whether early or later in the romantic relationship) is associated with 

feelings of less closeness and satisfaction (Aron et al., 2013). 

 The finding that role-play interest was negatively associated with both sexual 

satisfaction and relationship closeness while interest in BSDM was not may also be 

related to sexual scripts. Santtila et al. (2002) found that sadomasochistically oriented 

behaviors tend to follow a temporal pattern, in that, less intense behaviors precede more 



intense behaviors. Furthermore, BDSM practitioners (e.g., Wiseman, 1996) recommend 

exploring BDSM behaviors slowly and following a temporal pattern. More broadly 

applied to BDSM, according to this perspective, the desire to engage in role-play may 

precede other BDSM behaviors. However, role-play does not have the same stigma as 

more stereotypical BDSM behaviors, so stigma consciousness is most likely not an 

inhibiting factor for this behavior. Future research should seek to examine whether 

lower sexual assertiveness and poorer communication skills about sexual interests serve 

this mechanistic function.  

 Interestingly, we did not find any associations between BDSM-related variables 

and relationship satisfaction. This finding is somewhat contrary to the findings of the 

only other study (to our knowledge) that assessed relationship satisfaction in connection 

with BDSM (Rogak & Connor, 2018). Rogak and Connor (2018) found that, when 

compared to criterion scores from other publications, their sample of coupled BDSM 

practitioners reported levels of relationship satisfaction that were on par with a sample 

of non-BDSM practitioners; in fact, BDSM couples reported higher levels of 

relationship satisfaction than a comparison group of distressed couples. There are 

notable differences between our study and the study by Rogak and Connor (2018); for 

one, we employed a much larger sample size, and thus, our estimates may be more 

reliable than theirs. Secondly, we were able to compare with coupled non-BDSM 

practitioners within the same sample, while Rogak and Connor (2018) compared with 

samples from other (and older) studies. Lastly, there may be cultural factors at play, as 

the current study was conducted in a more sexually liberal and less religious social 

context of Norway, while Rogak and Connor (2018) conducted their study in the US 

and used US comparison samples.  

Limitations 



 There are several strengths to this study; primarily that it is one of the very few 

national web-population studies exploring BDSM. Secondly, it includes non-BDSM-

oriented individuals for comparison and assesses relationship closeness, which has not 

previously been examined with a non-BDSM-oriented comparison population. Finally, 

this is one of the few empirical studies assessing sexual role-play interests and 

behaviors, if not the first; Harviainen (2012) suggests that, if they exist, they are obscure 

and difficult to obtain. However, these results should be interpreted taking into account 

the following limitations. First, the measures BDSM and role-play were not from 

validated scales specific to BDSM/role-play and single items were used for sexual 

satisfaction, relationship satisfaction, and relationship closeness to maximize response 

rates and reduce response fatigue. This is common practice and evidence of good 

construct validity has been reported for single-item measures (Gardner et al., 1998; 

Mark et al., 2014). Our measures of BDSM relied on participants' self-identification 

with BDSM as opposed to endorsing specific behaviors. This may have resulted in 

under-reporting from participants, who have engaged in BDSM behaviors but who may 

not recognize them as such and/or do not identify as being BDSM practitioners. Further, 

the four BDSM-related items are limited in that they only refer to sadomasochism, 

bondage, dominance, submission, and pain and may not capture the diversity and 

richness of BDSM behaviors. Secondly, the items pertaining to BDSM and role-play 

behaviors (i.e., having engaged in those behaviors) reflected lifetime prevalence. This 

may have resulted in an over-reporting as people could have experimented once and 

decided not to keep them in their sexual repertoire; thus, results may not capture 

habitual BDSM practitioners. Third, there were few LGBQ+ respondents, which may 

limit the generalizability of the results. Finally, the assessment of relationship status did 

not allow for considering all relationship configurations, particularly polyamorous and 



consensual non-monogamous (CNM) relationships. It is unclear if CNM was related to 

relationship satisfaction and relationship closeness as the measurement limitations 

preclude further assessment in our study. However, most studies did not find 

associations between CNM and these outcomes in research that did not target BDSM 

populations (e.g. Fairbrother et al., 2019; Garner et al., 2019; Rodrigues et al., 2016;  

Rubel & Bogaert, 2015) though some reported lower relationship satisfaction among 

CNM participants (e.g. Levine et al., 2018). Future research would benefit from 

assessing the possible impact of CNM on relationship satisfaction and closeness among 

BDSM practitioners. 

 

Conclusions 

 BDSM-related behaviors and interests are relatively common in the Norwegian 

population with approximately 34% having reported some kind of interest in BDSM 

and nearly 10% having ever engaged in BDSM behaviors. The BDSM-oriented 

population did not differ from the traditional vanilla (non-BDSM-oriented) population 

in terms of gender and educational level, though BDSM was more frequent among self-

identified LGBQ+ and younger respondents. Being interested in role-play but not 

having engaged in it was negatively associated with sexual satisfaction and relationship 

closeness, whereas role-play and BDSM behaviors are positively associated with sexual 

satisfaction. There were no significant associations with relationship satisfaction and 

BDSM-related variables among partnered participants.  

  



References 

Ahlers, C. J., Schaefer, G. A., Mundt, I. A., Roll, S., Englert, H., Willich, S. N., & 

Beier, K. M. (2011). How unusual are the contents of paraphilias? Paraphilia-

associated sexual behaviors in a community-based sample of men. Journal of 

Sexual Medicine, 8(5), 1362–1370. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1743-

6109.2009.01597.x.  

Alison, L., Santtila, P., Sandnabba, N., & Nordling, N. (2001). Sadomasochistically 

oriented behavior: Diversity in practice and meaning. Archives of Sexual 

Behavior, 30(1), 1–12. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1026438422383 

Andrieu, B., Lahuerta, C., & Luy, A. (2019). Consenting to constraint: BDSM therapy 

after the DSM-5. Evolution Psychiatrique, 84(2), e1–e14. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evopsy.2019.02.005 

Aron, A., Aron E. N., & Smollan, D. (1992). Inclusion of other in the self scale and the 

structure of interpersonal closeness. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 63, 596-612. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.63.4.596 

Aron, A., Aron, E. N., Tudor, M., & Nelson, G. (1991). Close relationships as including 

other in the self. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 60(2), 241–253. 

https://doi-org/10.1037/0022-3514.60.2.241 

Aron, A., Lewandowski, G. W., Jr., Mashek, D., & Aron, E. N. (2013). The self-

expansion model of motivation and cognition in close relationships. In J. A. 

Simpson & L. Campbell (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of close relationships (p. 

90–115). Oxford University Press. 

Botta, D., Nimbi, F., Tripodi, F., Silvaggi, M., & Simonelli, C. (2019). Are role and 

gender related to sexual function and satisfaction in men and women practicing 

BDSM? Journal of Sexual Medicine, 16(3), 463–473. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsxm.2019.01.001 

https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1026438422383
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evopsy.2019.02.005
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.63.4.596
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsxm.2019.01.001


Bezreh, T., Weinberg, T., & Edgar, T. (2012). BDSM disclosure and stigma 

management: Identifying opportunities for sex education. American Journal of 

Sexuality Education, 7(1), 37–61. https://doi.org/10.1080/15546128.2012.650984 

Brown, A. M. L., & Stenros, J. (2018). Sexuality and the erotic in role-play. In 

Deterding, S., & Zagal, J. (Eds.). Role-Playing Game Studies: Transmedia 

Foundations (1st ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315637532 

Campbell, L., & Stanton, S. C. (2019). Adult attachment and trust in romantic 

relationships. Current Opinion in Psychology, 25, 148–151. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2018.08.004 

Connolly, P. (2006). Psychological Functioning of Bondage/Domination/Sado-

Masochism (BDSM) Practitioners. Journal of Psychology and Human Sexuality, 

18(1), 79–120. https://doi.org/10.1300/J056v18n01_05 

Dawson, S. J., Bannerman, B. A., & Lalumière, M. L. (2016). Paraphilic interests: An 

examination of sex differences in a nonclinical sample. Sexual Abuse: Journal of 

Research and Treatment, 28 (1), 20–45. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1079063214525645  

Fairbrother, N., Hart, T. A., & Fairbrother, M. (2019). Open relationship prevalence, 

characteristics, and correlates in a nationally representative sample of Canadian 

adults. Journal of Sex Research, 56(6), 695–704. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2019.1580667 

Fischer, N., & Træen, B. (2021). Prevalence of sexual difficulties and related distress, 

and the association with sexual avoidance in Norway. International Journal of 

Sexual Health (in press) 

Fitzpatrick, J., & Lafontaine, M. F. (2017). Attachment, trust, and satisfaction in 

relationships: Investigating actor, partner, and mediating effects: Attachment, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15546128.2012.650984
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315637532
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2018.08.004
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2019.1580667


trust, and relationship satisfaction. Personal Relationships, 24(3), 640–662. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/pere.12203 

Gardner, D., Cummings, L., Dunham, R., & Pierce, J. (1998). Single-item versus 

multiple-item measurement scales: An empirical comparison. Educational and 

Psychological Measurement, 58(6), 898–915. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0013164498058006003 

Garner, C., Person, M., Goddard, C., Patridge, A., & Bixby, T. (2019). Satisfaction in 

consensual nonmonogamy. The Family Journal, 27(2), 115–121. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1066480719833411 

Gemberling, T. M., Cramer, R. J., Wright, S., Nobles, M. R. (2015). Psychological 

functioning and violence victimization and perpetration in BDSM practitioners 

from the national coalition for sexual freedom. https://ncsfreedom.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/12/Psychological-Functioning-and-Violence-Victimization-

and-Perpetration-in-BDSM-Practitioners.pdf 

Graham, B., Butler, S., McGraw, R., Cannes, S., & Smith, J. (2016). Member 

perspectives on the role of BDSM communities. Journal of Sex Research, 53(8), 

895–909. https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2015.1067758  

Haavio-Mannila, E., & Kontula, O. (1997). Correlates of increased sexual satisfaction. 

Archives of Sexual Behavior, 26(4), 399–419. 

https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1024591318836 

Hald, G. M., & Štulhofer, A. (2016a). Authors’ correction letter. Journal of Sex 

Research, 53(7), 894. https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2016.1140487 

Hald, G. M., & Štulhofer, A. (2016b). What types of pornography do people use and do 

they cluster? Assessing types and categories of pornography consumption in a 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0013164498058006003
https://ncsfreedom.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Psychological-Functioning-and-Violence-Victimization-and-Perpetration-in-BDSM-Practitioners.pdf
https://ncsfreedom.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Psychological-Functioning-and-Violence-Victimization-and-Perpetration-in-BDSM-Practitioners.pdf
https://ncsfreedom.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Psychological-Functioning-and-Violence-Victimization-and-Perpetration-in-BDSM-Practitioners.pdf


large-scale online sample. Journal of Sex Research, 53(7), 849-59. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2015.1065953 

Harviainen, J. T. (2012). Sadomasochist role-playing as liveaction role-playing: a trait 

descriptive analysis. International Journal of Role-Playing, 1(12), 59-70.  

Herbenick, D., Patterson, C., Beckmeyer, J., Gonzalez, Y., Luetke, M., Guerra-Reyes, 

L., Eastman-Mueller, H., Valdivia, D., & Rosenberg, M. (2021). Diverse sexual 

behaviors in undergraduate students: Findings from a campus probability survey. 

Journal of Sexual Medicine. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsxm.2021.03.006 

Holvoet, L., Huysb, W., Coppens, V., Seeuwsd, J., Goethals, K., & Morrens, M. (2017). 

Fifty shades of Belgian gray: The prevalence of BDSM-related fantasies and 

activities in the general population. Journal of Sexual Medicine, 14(9), 1152–

1159. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsxm.2017.07.003 

James, E.L. (2012) Fifty shades of grey. Random House. 

Joyal, C. C., & Carpentier, J. (2017). The prevalence of paraphilic interests and 

behaviors in the general population: A provincial survey. Journal of Sex Research, 

54(2), 161–171. https://doi.org/10.108 0/00224499.2016.1139034 . 

Medline:26941021 

Kelsey, K., Stiles, B. L., Spiller, L., & Diekhoff, G. M. (2013). Assessment of 

therapists’ attitudes towards BDSM. Psychology & Sexuality, 4(3), 255–267. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19419899.2012.655255 

Klein, P. J., & Moser, C. (2006). Sadomasochism: Powerful pleasures (special issue). 

Journal of Homosexuality, 50. https://doi.org/10.1300/ J082v50n02_01 

Koletić, G., Stulhofer, A., Hald, G. M., & Træen, B. (2021). Self-assessed effects of  

pornography use on personal sex life: Results from a large-scale study of 

Norwegian adults. International Journal of Sexual Health (in press) 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsxm.2017.07.003
https://doi.org/10.108%200/00224499.2016.1139034%20.%20Medline:26941021
https://doi.org/10.108%200/00224499.2016.1139034%20.%20Medline:26941021


Kolmes, K., Stock, W., & Moser, C. (2006). Investigating bias in psychotherapy with 

BDSM clients. Journal of Homosexuality, 50(2-3), 301–324. 

https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v50n02_15 

Komisaruk, B., Gerdes, C., & Whipple, B. (1997). “Complete” spinal cord injury does 

not block perceptual responses to genital self-stimulation in women. Archives of 

Neurology, 54(12), 1513–1520. 

https://doi.org/10.1001/archneur.1997.00550240063014 

Komisaruk, B., Whipple, B., Crawford, A., Grimes, S., Liu, W., Kalnin, A., & Mosier, 

K. (2004). Brain activation during vaginocervical self-stimulation and orgasm in 

women with complete spinal cord injury: fMRI evidence of mediation by the 

Vagus nerves. Brain Research, 1024(1), 77–88. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brainres.2004.07.029 

Komisaruk, B., & Wallman, J. (1977). Antinociceptive effects of vaginal stimulation in 

rats: Neurophysiological and behavioral studies. Brain Research, 137(1), 85–107. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/0006-8993(77)91014-9 

Labrecque, F., Potz, A., Larouche, E., & Joyal, C.C. (2020). What is so appealing about 

being spanked, flogged, dominated, or restrained? Answers from practitioners of 

sexual masochism/submission. Journal of Sex Research, 58(4), 409–423. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2020.1767025 

Langdridge, D., & Barker, M. (2007). Safe, sane and consensual: Contemporary 

perspectives on sadomasochism. Palgrave Macmillan. 

Lawrence, A. A., & Love-Crowell, J. (2008). Psychotherapists’ experience with clients 

who engage in consensual sadomasochism: A qualitative study. Journal of Sex 

and Marital Therapy, 34(1), 67–85. https://doi.org/10.1080/00926230701620936 

https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v50n02_15
https://doi.org/10.1001/archneur.1997.00550240063014
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2020.1767025


Levine, E. C., Herbenick, D., Martinez, O., Fu, T.-C., & Dodge, B. (2018). Open 

relationships, nonconsensual nonmonogamy, and monogamy among U.S. adults: 

Findings from the 2012 national survey of sexual health and behavior. Archives of 

Sexual Behavior, 47(5), 1439–1450. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-018-1178-7 

Lewin, B., & Fugl-Meyer, K. (2000). Sex in Sweden. On sex-life in Sweden 1996. 

Statens Folkhälsoinstitut [Swedish National Institute of Public Health]. 

Mark, K., Herbenick, D., Fortenberry, J., Sanders, S., & Reece, M. (2014). A 

psychometric comparison of three scales and a single-item measure to assess 

sexual satisfaction. Journal of Sex Research, 51(2), 159–169.  

Media Norway (n.d.) Facts and figures on Norwegian media. 

http://www.medienorge.uib.no/english 

Meyer, C., & Chen, H. (2019). Vanilla and kink: Power and communication in 

marriages with a BDSM-identifying partner. Sexuality & Culture, 23(3), 774–792. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-019-09590-x 

Moser, C., & Kleinplatz, P. (2006). Introduction: The state of our knowledge on SM. 

Journal of Homosexuality, 50(2-3), 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v50n02_01 

Mundy, C., & Cioe, J. (2019). Exploring the relationship between paraphilic interests, 

sex, and sexual and life satisfaction in non-clinical samples. The Canadian 

Journal of Human Sexuality, 28(3), 304–316. https://doi.org/10.3138/cjhs.2018-

0041 

Pascoal, P. M., Cardoso, D., & Henriques, R. (2015). Sexual satisfaction and distress in 

sexual functioning in a sample of the BDSM community: A comparison study 

between BDSM and non-BDSM contexts. Journal of Sexual Medicine, 12(4), 

1052–1061. https://doi.org/10.1111/jsm.12835  

https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v50n02_01
https://doi.org/10.3138/cjhs.2018-0041
https://doi.org/10.3138/cjhs.2018-0041


Richters, J., de Visser, R., Rissel, C., Grulich, A., & Smith, A. (2008). Demographic 

and psychosocial features of participants in bondage and discipline, 

“sadomasochism” or dominance and submission (BDSM): Data from a national 

survey. Journal of Sexual Medicine, 5(7), 1660–1668. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1743-6109.2008.00795.x 

Ridinger, R. B. (2006). Negotiating limits: The legal status of SM in the United States. 

Journal of Homosexuality, 50(2–3), 189–216. 

https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v50n02_09 

Rodrigues, D., Lopes, D., & Pereira, M. (2016). “We agree and now everything goes 

my way”: Consensual sexual nonmonogamy, extradyadic sex, and relationship 

satisfaction. Cyberpsychology, Behavior and Social Networking, 19(6), 373–379. 

https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2016.0114 

Rogak, H. M. E., & Connor, J. J.  (2018). Practice of consensual BDSM and 

relationship satisfaction. Sexual and Relationship Therapy, 33(4), 454–469. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681994.2017.1419560 

Rubel, A. N., & Bogaert, A. F. (2015). Consensual nonmonogamy: Psychological well-

being and relationship quality correlates. Journal of Sex Research, 52(9), 961–

982. https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2014.942722 

Sagarin, B., Sagarin, B., Cutler, B., Cutler, B., Cutler, N., Cutler, N., Lawler-Sagarin, 

K., Lawler-Sagarin, K., Matuszewich, L., & Matuszewich, L. (2009). Hormonal 

changes and couple bonding in consensual sadomasochistic activity. Archives of 

Sexual Behavior, 38(2), 186–200. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-008-9374-5 

Santtila P, Sandnabba NK, Alison L, Nordling N. (2002). Investigating the underlying 

structure in sadomasochistically oriented behavior. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 

31(2), 185–196. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1014791220495 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1743-6109.2008.00795.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681994.2017.1419560
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1014791220495


Silva, A. (2015). Through Pain, More Gain? - A Survey into the Psychosocial Benefits 

of Sadomasochism. [Master’s thesis, Univesity of Oslo]. Psychology Institute 

Collection. http://urn.nb.no/URN:NBN:no-52512 

Simula, B. (2019). Pleasure, power, and pain: A review of the literature on the 

experiences of BDSM participants. Sociology Compass, 13(3), e12668–n/a. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12668 

Sisson, K. (2007) The cultural formation of S/M: History and analysis. In D. 

Langdridge & M. Barker (Eds.), Safe, sane and consensual: Contemporary 

perspectives on sadomasochism (pp. 10-34). Palgrave Macmillan 

Sprott, R., & Randall, A. (2017). Health disparities among kinky sex practitioners. 

Current Sexual Health Reports, 9(3), 104–108. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11930-

017-0113-6 

Statistics Norway (n.d.). Table 07459: Population, by sex, statistical variable, year and 

age. https://data.ssb.no/api/v0/en/table/07459/ 

Statistics Norway (n.d.) Table 08921: Level of education, by county, age and sex (F) 

1980 – 2020.  https://data.ssb.no/api/v0/en/table/08921/ 

Theiss, J. (2011). Modeling dyadic effects in the associations between relational 

uncertainty, sexual communication, and sexual satisfaction for husbands and 

wives. Communication Research, 38(4), 565–584. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650211402186 

Træen, B. (2016). Norwegian young adults’ attitudes toward and experience of kinky  

sexual activities. Scandinavian Psychologist, 3, 15e.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.15714/scandpsychol.3.e15  

Træen, B., Fischer, N., & Kvalem, I. L. (2021). Sexual intercourse activity and activities  

https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12668
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11930-017-0113-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11930-017-0113-6
https://data.ssb.no/api/v0/en/table/07459/
https://data.ssb.no/api/v0/en/table/08921/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650211402186


associated with sexual interaction in Norwegians of different sexual orientations 

and ages. Sexual and Relationship Therapy. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14681994.2021.1912316  (in press) 

Træen, B., & Fischer, N. (2021). Use of protection for unwanted pregnancy and  

sexually transmitted infections in six birth cohorts in Norway 2020: A  

descriptive study. Sexuality & Culture (in press) 

Træen, B., & Thuen, F. (2021). Non-Consensual and Consensual Non-Monogamy in  

Norway. International Journal of Sexual Health (in press) 

Velten, J., & Margraf, J. (2017). Satisfaction guaranteed? How individual, partner, and 

relationship factors impact sexual satisfaction within partnerships. PloS One, 

12(2), e0172855–e0172855. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0172855 

Weierstall, R., & Giebel, G. (2017). The sadomasochism checklist: A tool for the 

assessment of sadomasochistic behavior. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 46(3), 735–

745. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-016-0789-0  

Weiss, M. (2006). Mainstreaming kink: The politics of BDSM representation in U.S. 

popular media. Journal of Homosexuality, 50(2-3), 103–132. 

https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v50n02_06 

Whipple, B., & Komisaruk, B. (1985). Elevation of pain threshold by vaginal 

stimulation in women. Pain, 21(4), 357–367. https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-

3959(85)90164-2 

Whipple, B., Ogden, G., & Komisaruk, B. (1992). Physiological correlates of imagery-

induced orgasm in women. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 21(2), 121–133. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01542589 

Wiseman, J. (1996). SM101: A realistic introduction (2nd ed.). Greenery Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v50n02_06


Wismeijer, A. A. J., & van Assen, M. A. L. M. (2013). Psychological characteristics of 

BDSM practitioners. Journal of Sexual Medicine, 10(8), 1943–1952. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jsm.12192 

Wright, S. (2006). Discrimination of SM-identified individuals. Journal of 

Homosexuality, 50(2-3), 217–231. https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v50n02_10 

Wright, S. (2010). Depathologizing consensual sexual sadism, sexual masochism, 

transvestic fetishism, and fetishism. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 39(6), 1229–

1230. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-010-9651-y 

 

  

https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v50n02_10


Table 1. Participant sociodemographic information (N = 4,148). 

Variable  

Gender, %  

       Female 47.3 

       Male 52.7 

Sexual orientation, %  

       Heterosexual 93.5 

       Bisexual/pansexual 3.3 

       Homosexual/lesbian 2.6 

       Asexual .06 

       Other .0 

Age, %   

       Below 30 21.2 

       30-44 29.4 

       45-59 23.2 

       60+ 26.2 

Educational Level, %  

       6-8 years 0.8 

       9-10 years 4.6 

       12-13 years 30.4 

       Bachelor degree or similar 41.4 

       Master’s degree or higher 22.8 

Marital status, %  

       Unmarried 25.4 

       Separated/divorced 8.4 

       Widow/widower 2.8 

       Married/cohabitating/registered partnership 63.4 

Unmarried relationship status, %  

       Not in a permanent relationship 71.2 

       In a relationship with 1 person 28.3 

       In a relationship with several people .5 



BDSM related variables, %  

       Ritual sub/dom games stimulating 16.6 

       Consensual dom/sub/pain stimulating 15.5 

       Role-play Interest 14.3 

       BDSM behavior interest 8.9 

       Role-play behavior 11.1 

       BDSM behavior 9.7 

       Any BDSM interest/behavior (1 or more of the above  

BDSM-related variables)  
34.4 



Table 2. Comparisons of socio-demographic characteristics of BDSM-oriented participants (N = 4,148).  

 

 

Ritual Sub/Dom 

Games Stimulating 

Consensual 

Dom/Sub/Pain 

Stimulating 

Role Play Interest BDSM  Interest Role Play Behavior BDSM Behavior 

Gender, %       

     Men 17.3 15.7 17.3 9.2 11.3 9.6 

     Women  15.8 15.0 11.1 8.6 10.9 9.5 

          χ2 (df), p 1.63 (1), .202 0.37 (1), .546 30.57 (1), < .001 0.40 (1), .530 0.14 (1), .711 .88 (1), .975 

Sexual Orientation, %       

    Heterosexual 15.6 14.1 14.1 8.3 10.3 8.6 

     LGBQ+ 34.2 38.0 19.1 19.6 22.6 24.8 

          χ2 (df), p  61.61 (1), <.001 107.64 (1), < .001 4.49 (1), .034 33.97 (1), < .001 32.96 (1), < .001 65.38 (1), < .001 

Educational Level, %       

     Lower 15.1 15.2 14.5 9.8 10.5 9.8 

     Higher 17.5 15.6 8.5 8.5 11.5 9.6 

          χ2 (df), p 2.84 (1), .050 0.11 (1), .735 0.05 (1), .818 1.95 (1), .164 0.76 (1), .385 0.08 (1), .778 

Age, %       

     Below 30 28.2 28.5 21.9 18.5 14.0 16.5 

     30-44 21.2 21.1 18.9 11.9 15.6 12.1 

     45-59 13.2 10.2 13.7 5.8 10.9 8.5 

     60+ 5.1 3.3 3.8 1.1 3.9 2.6 

          χ2 (df), p 216.08(3) , < .001 288.16(3) , < .001 144.97(3) , < .001 181.40(3) , < .001 83.06(3) , < .001 104.78(3), < .001 

 



Table 3. Pearson correlations of socio-demographic, BDSM-related variables, and sexual satisfaction, relationship satisfaction, and relationship 

closeness.   

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 

1. Gender -            

2. Age -.107** -           

3. Educational Level .058** -.019 -          

4. Sexual Orientation .037* .156** .016 -         

5. Ritual sub/dom games stimulating -.020 -.228** .030 -.123** -        

6. Consensual dom/sub/pain stimulating -.009 -.262** .005 -.162** .665** -       

7. Role Play Interest -.090** -.189** -.004 -.035* .240** .217** -      

8. BDSM Interest -.010 -.217** -.023 -.095** .410** .431** .317** -     

9. Role Play behavior -.006 -.129** .014 -.094** .247** .226** -.145** .032* -    

10. BDSM behavior -.003 -.165** -.005 -.132** .416** .453** .013 -.102** .415** -   

11. Sexual Satisfaction .077** -.052** .016 .034* -.022 -.010 -.085** -.045** .062** .054** -  

12. Relationship Satisfaction .053** .020 -.009 .008 -.048** -.034 -.081** -.037* -.011 .005 .473** - 

13. Relationship Closeness -.031 -.105** .006 -.020 -.004 .018 -.015 .009 .027 .024 .284** .499** 

Note. p < .05, ** p < .001 

 



Table 4. Hierarchical multiple regression analyses predicting sexual satisfaction, 

relationship satisfaction, and relationship closeness. 

Variable B SE B β B SE B β 

Sexual Satisfaction 

Gender 0.147 0.039 0.062** 0.126 0.040 0.053* 

Age -0.088 0.019 -0.080** -0.104 0.019 -0.095** 

Educational Level 0.027 0.041 0.011 0.028 0.041 0.011 

Sexual Orientation 0.215 0.083 0.043* 0.234 0.083 0.047* 

Ritual sub/dom games 

stimulating 

   -0.010 0.078 -0.003 

Consensual dom/sub/pain 

stimulating 

   -0.110 0.072 -0.035 

Role Play Interest    -0.262 0.060 -0.078** 

BDSM Interest    -0.050 0.086 -0.012 

Role Play behavior    0.138 0.069 0.037* 

BDSM behavior    0.207 0.087 0.052* 

R  .114   .164  

Adjusted R 2  .012   .024  

F  11.92**   10.00**  

Change R 2     .014  

F Change R 2     8.64**  

Relationship Satisfaction 

Gender -0.164 0.066 -0.047* -0.179 0.067 -0.052* 

Age -0.186 0.031 -0.114** -0.199 0.033 -0.122** 

Educational Level -0.013 0.069 -0.003 -0.006 0.069 -0.002 

Sexual Orientation -0.035 0.159 -0.004 -0.032 0.160 -0.004 

Ritual sub/dom games 

stimulating 

   0.017 0.136 0.003 

Consensual dom/sub/pain 

stimulating 

   -0.217 0.125 -0.046 

Role Play Interest    -0.189 0.107 -0.036 

BDSM Interest    0.098 0.155 0.015 

Role Play behavior    0.027 0.119 0.005 



BDSM behavior    0.157 0.159 0.026 

R  .116   .128  

Adjusted R 2  .013   .016  

F  9.62**   4.66**  

Change R 2     .003  

F Change R 2     1.355  

Relationship Closeness 

Gender 0.140 0.046 0.058* 0.120 0.046 0.049* 

Age 0.029 0.022 0.025 0.007 0.023 0.006 

Educational Level -0.021 0.048 -0.008 -0.014 0.048 -0.006 

Sexual Orientation 0.010 0.110 0.002 0.002 0.110 0.000 

Ritual sub/dom games 

stimulating 

   -0.022 0.094 -0.007 

Consensual dom/sub/pain 

stimulating 

   -0.128 0.087 -0.039 

Role Play Interest    -0.273 0.074 -0.075** 

BDSM Interest    0.053 0.107 0.012 

Role Play behavior    -0.099 0.082 -0.026 

BDSM behavior    0.179 0.108 0.042 

R  .059   .104  

Adjusted R 2  .002   .007  

F  2.52*   3.14*  

Change R 2     .007  

F Change R 2     3.55*  

Note. p < .05, ** p < .001 

 

 

 

 

 

 


