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Abstract
Bondage/discipline, dominance/submission, and sadism/masochism (BDSM) proclivity among college students is poorly 
characterized, in part because existing measures of BDSM proclivity highlight the consensual nature of BDSM and are appro-
priate for use with non-community members (e.g., those who may not understand BDSM jargon). The current study introduces 
such a measure, the BDSM Proclivity Scale, which characterizes BDSM proclivity among college students and evaluates 
relations of BDSM proclivity with other sexual attitudes and behaviors. College students (n = 552) completed measures of 
BDSM proclivity, sociosexual attitudes and behaviors, rape-supportive attitudes, lifetime sexual partners, and consent-seeking 
behavior. Two factors mapping onto attitudes and experiences related to BDSM were identified and cross-validated. Average 
endorsements of BDSM attitudes and experiences on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strong disagreement, 7 = strong agreement) 
were 5.61 and 4.44, respectively. Structural models revealed that lifetime sexual contact and gender significantly positively 
correlated with BDSM attitudes and experiences, sociosexual attitudes positively correlated with BDSM attitudes, and rape-
supportive attitudes positively correlated with BDSM experiences. Consent-seeking was unrelated to BDSM experiences or 
attitudes. College student BDSM proclivity was evident for both attitudes and experiences, highlighting the need to character-
ize the development of BDSM proclivity and its correlates, the sources of students’ knowledge, and the nature of students’ 
experiences. The observed associations between BDSM proclivity and relevant sexual attitudes and behaviors support its 
construct validity and suggest that BDSM proclivity may prove to be an important addition to the broader constructs assessed 
in sexual attitudinal and behavioral domains.
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Introduction

Representation of alternative sexual interests is becoming 
increasingly commonplace in popular culture media, with 
bondage/discipline, dominance/submission, sadism/maso-
chism (BDSM) practices and behaviors being an especially 
salient example (Scott, 2015). Most research is on those who 
self-identify as members of the BDSM community or who 
have engaged in specific BDSM behaviors. Far less is known 

about BDSM proclivities among those who are not in a for-
mal physical or online BDSM community, in part because 
there is no appropriate measure that assesses a range of rel-
evant attitudes and experiences, is jargon-free, and clearly 
assesses BDSM that is consensual and occurs among trusted 
partners. Thus, the current work introduces a BDSM procliv-
ity measure appropriate for use with populations that vary 
widely in their understanding of BDSM, describes and cross-
validates its latent structure, characterizes BDSM proclivity 
in a sample of over 500 college students, and further exam-
ines the validity of BDSM proclivity by examining potential 
sexual attitudinal and behavioral correlates, including gen-
der, sociosexual attitudes and behaviors, number of lifetime 
sexual partners, and consent-seeking behaviors. In the cur-
rent work, we use the term “BDSM proclivity” to refer to a 
preference for power exchange in sexual contexts. Below, we 
describe what is known about BDSM and interest in BDSM 
among college students, then turn to potential correlates of 
BDSM proclivity that are relevant to the construct validity 
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of the new measure, including sexual attitudes, behaviors, 
and identities.

BDSM

BDSM is a set of behaviors defined by consensual power 
exchange. BDSM has conventionally been depicted through 
acts of giving or receiving pain, providing acts of service 
for another person or persons, participating in bondage, and 
wearing clothing that represents power status (e.g., uni-
forms) (e.g., Alberts, 2019). However, in practice BDSM 
can take on many forms and is not defined by a finite set of 
behaviors. Given that there are many competing definitions 
of BDSM, we note here that our use of BDSM refers to prac-
tices and behaviors surrounding power exchange that have 
been defined in large part by formal community practitioners. 
This practitioner-based definition includes a strong emphasis 
on the informed consent, safety, and trust-building aspects 
of these experiences. When we use the term BDSM practi-
tioners, we are referring to a population of people who have 
entered into a community in which there is accountability for 
one’s actions, access to trainings and safety protocols, and 
in-person community events and spaces. Of course, this term 
may mean different things or have different connotations to 
people outside of this formal community.

BDSM practices can occur anywhere and of course can 
happen even in the absence of an individual’s knowledge 
about the phenomenon of BDSM. However, for those who 
have learned about the larger umbrella of BDSM, physical 
BDSM community membership still has several barriers 
to entry (e.g., location, cost, lack of public advertising to 
promote knowledge about these spaces). Nonetheless, these 
physical communities may be an especially important part of 
cultivating a BDSM identity for the members who choose to 
use these resources for three primary reasons: they provide 
the opportunity to engage in monitored play, they provide a 
great deal of education on consent and safety protocols, and 
they provide an internal vetting process for selecting other 
BDSM-interested individuals with whom to play. Though it 
has historically been the case that “BDSM” has sometimes 
been conflated with engagement in rough sex without seek-
ing consent, this is not the conceptualization of BDSM to 
which we refer (Pitagora, 2013; Wright, 2006). There are 
many structures within the framework of the formal BDSM 
community through which these individuals would be barred 
from participation due to a lack of regard for the shared val-
ues and safety procedures of the community. Of course, when 
speaking in terms of BDSM practices that may occur outside 
of this community context, such as self-reported behavior 
of college students, these safety and consent mechanisms 
are not necessarily in place. For instance, our measure of 
BDSM proclivity potentially would capture the attitudes and 
behaviors of individuals who enjoy “rough sex” with consent, 

which is consistent with our definition of BDSM’s focus on 
consensual power exchange.

BDSM Interest Among College Students

Although public awareness of BDSM sexual practices and 
identities is increasing (Weiss, 2006; Wilkinson, 2009), little 
is known empirically about the development of these interests 
and identities. However, BDSM proclivity in the form of 
thoughts, desires, knowledge-seeking, and experimentation 
may occur earlier than when someone has access to formal 
physical BDSM environments (Bezreh et al., 2012). Thus, 
studying BDSM proclivity may be particularly important 
in the college student population. Though BDSM procliv-
ity may develop prior to college, for many, college provides 
the freedom necessary to begin exploring and cultivating 
both normative and alternative sexual identities and novel 
sexual experiences (Lindgren et al., 2009). For others, sexual 
exploration begins after college ends. Thus, studying college 
students provides a unique opportunity to understand sexual 
thoughts, desires, and experiences across individuals with a 
wide range of sexual experiences (Dunn et al., 2015; Pham, 
2016; Randolph et al., 2013).

Work with college students assessing BDSM-related inter-
est has primarily focused on having fantasies about specific 
BDSM-themed behaviors, and on having experience with 
these behaviors in a sexual encounter (e.g., Herbenick et al., 
2021; Williams et al., 2009). Early studies found evidence 
that it was not atypical for college students to have fantasies 
surrounding sexual dominance and sexual submission (Arndt 
et al., 1985; Renaud & Beyers, 1999; Williams et al., 2009). 
A more recent study found that college women had neutral 
or slightly positive attitudes toward BDSM after reading a 
BDSM-themed passage (Rye et al., 2015). Further, Herbenick 
et al. (2021) recently found that college students commonly 
engage in sexual behaviors that they consider to be “rough 
sex,” such as hairpulling, spanking, and biting, and that the 
majority of those participants reported enjoying the experi-
ence. However, to our knowledge, it remains unclear how 
prominent college student proclivity toward BDSM is when 
these themes (1) are clearly defined as safe and consensual, 
(2) avoid using jargon-heavy language, and (3) broaden focus 
from a small range of specific behaviors to a wider notion 
of BDSM encounters within a trusted relationship. Taken 
together, it is important to develop a new measure of BDSM 
proclivity, to better understand the extent of BDSM proclivity 
among college students, and to examine the validity of this 
construct by exploring factors that may be associated with 
BDSM proclivity in this population.
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Potential BDSM Correlates: Sexual Attitudes, 
Behaviors, and Identities

Consent‑Seeking Behavior

No work to our knowledge has examined the association 
between BDSM proclivity and consent-seeking behavior 
prior to becoming a formal self-identified BDSM practitioner, 
and thus having access to the BDSM community’s consent 
safety protocols and sexual negotiation strategies. However, 
substantial work has investigated the consent policies and 
procedures utilized by formal BDSM practitioners. BDSM 
practitioners have reported that consent is a core feature of 
BDSM that separates BDSM practices from abusive ones 
(Fanghanel, 2020; Sprott, 2020). Several common themes 
emerge from research asking these individuals about their 
beliefs and behaviors regarding sexual consent and nego-
tiation. Consent is most often given verbally before BDSM 
behaviors begin, as well as during the experience, with the 
opportunity to withdraw consent indicated by safe words or 
signals to indicate a need to cease the activity (Dunkley & 
Brotto, 2018; Ríos et al., 2019). In addition, BDSM com-
munities often hold workshops and trainings for members 
about learning tools for articulating continued consent during 
a BDSM encounter (Beres, & MacDonald, 2015; Cagwin, 
2018; Newmahr, 2011). Indeed, in a recent meta-review, the 
BDSM community was identified as a potential exemplar 
of what an ideal “culture of consent” may look like, given 
the community’s emphasis on verbal and nonverbal consent 
(Muehlenhard et al., 2016). However, it remains unclear 
whether this emphasis on consent and sexual negotiation 
draws consent-seeking individuals to the community. If 
this were the case, we would expect a positive association 
between BDSM proclivity and consent-seeking behavior 
among undergraduates. Alternatively, if the community’s 
trainings and policies on consent shape these beliefs and 
behaviors in its members, then a positive association should 
not be observed among college students.

Rape‑Supportive Attitudes

Endorsement of rape-supportive attitudes is a well-estab-
lished risk factor for sexual aggression (Murnen & Kohl-
man, 2007). As has long been noted in the legal and clinical 
history with this population, many practices and behaviors 
within the context of BDSM, especially sadomasochism, 
can appear sexually aggressive (Semerikova, 2018; Vogels 
& O’Sullivan, 2019). However, a recent study found that 
BDSM practitioners endorsed fewer rape-supportive attitudes 
than a college student sample and a general population sam-
ple of adults (Klement et al., 2017). To date, no one to our 
knowledge has evaluated whether BDSM proclivity among 
those of college age is related to more or less endorsement 

of rape-supportive attitudes. For example, if consent-seeking 
behavior is associated with BDSM proclivity among col-
lege students, there may be a negative association between 
BDSM proclivity and rape-supportive attitude endorsement 
among college students, consistent with the findings for for-
mal BDSM practitioners. However, if college students who 
engage in non-consensual sexual aggression are attracted to 
BDSM behaviors and power dynamic themes because of their 
superficial but erroneous similarity, we would expect to see 
a positive association between BDSM proclivity and rape-
supportive attitudes.

Sociosexual Attitudes and Behaviors

Sociosexuality is defined as a preference for casual sexual 
interactions over sex occurring within the context of com-
mitted monogamous relationships (Webster & Bryan, 2007). 
Factor analytic work supports distinguishing positive atti-
tudes regarding sociosexual beliefs and ideas (e.g., sex with-
out love is okay) versus reported engagement in these prac-
tices (e.g., With how many different partners have you had 
sex with in the past 12 months?) (Corbin et al., 2016; Penke 
& Asendorpf, 2008; Webster & Bryan, 2007).

Given the nature of BDSM practices, we anticipate that 
students showing a proclivity for BDSM are likely to show 
a preference for more casual sexual relationships. Indeed, 
research has found that BDSM practitioners report engag-
ing in ‘play’ dynamics with different people and with peo-
ple with whom they may not necessarily be in a romantic 
relationship (Botta et al., 2019). In addition, there is a high 
overlap between BDSM engagement and those who prac-
tice consensual nonmonogamy (e.g., Swingers, polyamorous 
individuals; Bauer, 2010). These findings suggest that BDSM 
proclivity may be associated positively with sociosexual atti-
tudes and behaviors.

BDSM and Lifetime Sexual Partners

Research with a community sample has found that sexu-
ally active BDSM practitioners were more likely than their 
non-BDSM-practicing peers to have had sex with more 
than one person in the last year and to have had sex with 
someone outside of their committed partner in the last year 
(Richters et al., 2008). Thus, it may be the case that col-
lege students that show BDSM proclivity may be more 
likely to endorse more lifetime sexual partners than their 
peers. However, to our knowledge, the number of lifetime 
sexual partners has not been empirically tested looking at 
a college student sample that endorses BDSM proclivity. 
However, though BDSM may be conceptualized as a highly 
sexual experience, research with self-identified community 
members has shown that BDSM and sexual intercourse 
may not always co-occur. Some BDSM practitioners also 



 Archives of Sexual Behavior

1 3

qualitatively report engaging in BDSM-themed practices 
and behaviors without engaging in what they consider to 
be sex (Faccio et al., 2020; Sagarin et al., 2019). Thus, it is 
important to examine the relationship between number of 
sexual partners and BDSM-themed attitudes and behaviors 
in order to have a greater understanding of how this vari-
able operates within the greater nomological net of sexual 
attitudes and behaviors.

BDSM and Gender

Research on the role of gender in BDSM interests has 
largely focused on the relation between a person’s gender 
and their BDSM community identity. Women in commu-
nity samples and within the BDSM community, relative 
to men, tend to have more fantasies surrounding sexual 
submission and masochism and are also more likely to self-
describe as holding a submissive role. In contrast, men are 
more likely than women to report sexually dominant and 
sadistic fantasies and to self-describe as holding a dominant 
role (e.g., Botta et al., 2019; Brown et al., 2019). However, 
results across studies are inconclusive regarding whether 
men or women engage in more BDSM behavior, and to our 
knowledge, research has yet to investigate potential differ-
ences in BDSM proclivity across college men and women 
(Brown et al., 2019).

The Current Study

The current study introduces and conducts a preliminary 
evaluation of a measure of BDSM proclivity, the BDSM 
Proclivity Scale, that is appropriate for use with individuals 
who are not formal members of a BDSM community. This 
measure focuses on relevant attitudes and experiences, uses 
accessible language, and assesses BDSM engagement with 
a trusted sexual partner rather than non-consensual sexual 
aggression that may show a superficial similarity to BDSM 
behavior. The current work administers this measure to over 
500 college students, a population with substantial vari-
ability in sexual experiences and understanding of BDSM. 
After characterizing and cross-validating the new measure’s 
latent structure, we describe BDSM proclivity among college 
students and examine the validity of BDSM proclivity by 
reporting its simultaneous multivariate relations with con-
sent-seeking behavior, rape-supportive attitudes, sociosexual 
attitudes and behaviors, lifetime sexual partners, and gender.

Method

Participants

A total of 552 undergraduates (234 men, 318 women) partici-
pated in this study for partial course credit for an introduction 
to psychology or research methods course. Participants could 
skip any questions. Eight participants did not complete the 
BDSM Proclivity Scale items. The final sample of 544 par-
ticipants completed all questions related to BDSM proclivity. 
The average age of the final sample was 18.8 (SD = 0.05; 
median = 18.0; mode = 18.0). Regarding gender identity, 
42.2% identified as men, 57.1% identified as women, and 
0% identified as transgender men, transgender women, or 
other. Additionally, 42.4% of participants identified their 
sex as male, 57.5% of participants identified as female, and 
0.2% identified as intersex. Regarding racial identity, 0.5% 
identified as American Indian, 6.5% as Asian, 0.2% as Native 
Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, 2.5% as Black or Afri-
can American, 83.0% as White, 5.8% as Multiracial, and 
1.4% preferred not to respond. Roughly 10.1% identified as 
Latina/o/x. Regarding sexual orientation, 87.1% of partici-
pants identified as heterosexual, 7.4% identified as bisexual, 
1.7% identified as gay, 0.6% identified as lesbian, 1.1% iden-
tified as pansexual, and 0.6% identified as other. Approval 
for the current project was obtained from the first author’s 
Institutional Review Board.

Measures

Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance‑Short Form (IRMA‑SF)

The IRMA-SF contains 20 items, including three filler 
items, that assess rape-supportive attitudes (Payne et al., 
1999; reported α = 0.87). Participants responded on a 
7-point Likert scale. The internal consistency of the scale 
was strong (observed α = 0.84). The average response was 
used as a summary score for all but two participants who 
did not respond to at least 90% of the items.

Sociosexual Attitudes (SS‑A)

Sociosexual attitudes (SS-A), or preferences for casual over 
committed sexual encounters, were assessed using 5 items 
scored on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly 
agree” to “strongly disagree” (Bailey et al., 2000; Penke & 
Asendorpf, 2008; reported α = 0.83). The internal consist-
ency of the scale was adequate (observed α = 0.71). The aver-
age response was used as a summary score for all but four 
participants who did not respond to at least 90% of the items.
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Sociosexual Behaviors (SS‑B)

Sociosexual behaviors (SS-B) were assessed using 4 items 
asking about the frequency of casual sexual encounters (Bai-
ley et al., 2000; Penke & Asendorpf, 2008; reported α = 
0.83). These items were scored on a 9-point scale with the 
following anchors: 0 = none and 9 = 20 or more. The internal 
consistency of the scale was adequate (observed α = 0.74). 
The average response was used as a summary score for all 
but five participants who did not respond to at least 90% of 
the items.

BDSM Proclivity Scale

Five BDSM proclivity items (see Appendix A) assessed 
openness to, interest in, potential enjoyment of, knowledge 
about, and experience with BDSM. The language made clear 
that BDSM involved the participant or one of their trusted 
partners being sexually dominant over the other in the con-
text of agreement about who is taking control in a safe way. 
Participants responded using a 7-point Likert scale with ‘1’ 
corresponding to “strongly disagree,” ‘4’ corresponding 
to “neither agree nor disagree,” and ‘7’ corresponding to 
“strongly agree.” For exact item phrasing, please see BDSM 
Proclivity Full Scale in Appendix A.

Lifetime Sexual Partners

Participants reported the number of different persons 
with whom they had sexual contact in their lifetime. Free 
responses were coded on a 9-point scale with 0 = none, 1 = 
one 2 = two… 7 = seven to nine... 9 = twenty or more. Four 
participants did not provide a response to this question. We 
grouped responses so that extremely skewed values would 
not dominate the inferences drawn for analyses involving 
this variable.

Consent‑Seeking Behavior

Consent-seeking behavior was assessed using three items 
inquiring about the frequency of seeking sexual consent in 
sexual encounters over the past year (i.e., explicitly seeking 
consent to engage in sexual behavior, asking a new sexual 
partner for consent again when increasing the intimacy level 
during a sexual encounter, avoiding sexual behavior when a 
partner was too intoxicated to provide consent). These items 
were taken from a recently published manuscript establish-
ing a measure of protective behavioral strategies for sexual 
aggression (Treat et al., 2021). The Cronbach’s alpha for the 
three items was 0.71. An exploratory factor analysis indi-
cated that all three items load reliably onto a single factor, 
with standardized loadings for each item exceeding 0.6. Six 
item responses were available: not applicable (N/A), never, 

seldom, sometimes, often, and always. Approximately one-
fifth of the sample (20.5%) responded not-applicable to all 
three items, presumably reflecting minimal sexual contact 
in the previous year. Item responses (other than N/A) were 
averaged for each participant.

Demographics

Participants reported demographic characteristics (age, race, 
ethnicity, gender).

Procedure

Participants read a consent letter, asked any questions they 
had, provided verbal consent, and then completed a battery 
of questionnaires on sexual attitudes and behaviors on a com-
puter in a private cubicle. The subset of completed question-
naires that were relevant to the current study were completed 
in the order listed previously.

Data Analytic Plan

Exploratory and confirmatory factor-analytic (EFA and CFA) 
procedures within Mplus were used to evaluate whether a 
one- or two-factor solution was more consistent with the data 
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017, version 8). An EFA of the 
5 items was conducted for a randomly selected subsample 
of 276 participants (50% of the total sample), stratified by 
gender (n = 117 and 159 for men and women, respectively). 
Because we did not expect attitudes and experiences to be 
orthogonal, the oblique rotation geomin was specified. A 
robust maximum likelihood estimator was also specified. 
The selected structure was based on the following: consid-
eration of eigenvalues and potential elbows in the scree plot; 
factors that are interpretable theoretically; and adequate fit 
indices when cross-validated (SRMR < 0.08, RMSEA < 0.05, 
or CFI ≥ − 0.90; Kenny, 2020). Next, a CFA model based 
on the EFA model was developed within the first subsample 
(n = 276). The final CFA model then was cross-validated 
within the second subsample (n = 276). The model was then 
fit to the data from the full sample (N = 552).

We used a multiple-group CFA approach to assess meas-
urement invariance (MI; see Vandenberg & Lance, 2000) 
of BDSM proclivity across gender (in the main body of the 
paper), and across rape-supportive attitudes, sociosexual 
attitudes, sociosexual behaviors, amount of lifetime sexual 
contact, and consent-seeking behavior (in supplemental 
materials). Establishing configural, metric, and scalar invari-
ance across levels of potential BDSM correlates increased 
our confidence that associations between BDSM proclivity 
factors and these variables reflected construct-level varia-
bility, rather than measurement bias (Chen, 2007). Because 
this is a multiple-group procedure, we split participants 
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into two groups for each variable, either on the basis of a 
natural grouping (e.g., men vs women) or on the basis of 
scores above or below the median (e.g., high or low values 
for rape-supportive attitudes). The evaluation of configural 
invariance for each variable assessed whether the two groups 
showed a similar global latent structure when no equality 
constraints were in place. Upholding configural invariance 
necessitated showing that (1) the final two-factor CFA model 
fit when estimated in a multiple-group context; and (2) all 
factor loadings were significant for both groups. The evalu-
ation of metric invariance tested whether the factor load-
ings were comparable across groups. According to Chen’s 
(2007) established guidelines, a model violates metric invari-
ance in cases where the fit of the model, compared to that of 
the configural model, decreases by the following criteria: 
SRMR ≥ 0.030, RMSEA ≥ 0.015, or CFI ≥ − 0.01. Finally, 
the evaluation of scalar invariance assessed whether item 
intercepts were invariant across groups. Chen (2007) indi-
cated that the change in fit indices, relative to those for the 
metric model, should be considered when evaluating scalar 
invariance, with changes in CFI ≥ − 0.010, accompanied by a 
change in SRMR ≥ 0.010 or RMSEA ≥ 0.015, indicating non-
invariance. The current study was underpowered to examine 
measurement invariance on the basis of sexual orientation 
(sexual minority n = 61).

Finally, we evaluated associations between all correlates 
(other than consent-seeking) and BDSM proclivity by adding 
relevant structural paths to our measurement model. Note that 
evaluating the validity of BDSM proclivity in this multivari-
ate context forced the interrelated sexual correlates to com-
pete with one another in predicting BDSM proclivity, which 
strengthens our confidence in the inferences that we draw 
relative to examining only bivariate correlations of BDSM 
proclivity with these potential correlates. Next, we evalu-
ated the association between consent-seeking behavior and 
BDSM proclivity within the subsample of participants who 
provided non-N/A responses to at least one of the consent-
seeking items (79.5%). Finally, we evaluated the potential 
gender based moderation of all but the gender structural path. 
Though we assessed sexual orientation, the present study 
was not adequately powered to evaluate its association with 
BDSM proclivity.

Results

Sample Description

The average score on the rape-supportive attitudes measure 
(IRMA-SF) was 1.64 on a 7-point scale (SD = 0.32), indicat-
ing low average endorsement of rape-supportive attitudes. 
The average number of lifetime sexual partners reported was 
4.60 on a 9-point scale (SD = 5.28), indicating an average 

of between 3 and 4 lifetime sexual partners. Participants 
showed average endorsement of both sociosexual behaviors 
(M = 5.37 on a 9-point scale, SD = 2.40) and sociosexual 
attitudes (M = 5.48 on a 9-point scale, SD = 5.41). Finally, 
participants reported frequent consent-seeking behavior in 
the last year (M = 3.99 on a 5-point scale, SD = 1.35).

BDSM Proclivity Scale: Measure Development

Item Statistics

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the 5 BDSM items. 
Marked individual differences in proclivity were evident in 
large SDs across items. The first four items were somewhat 
left-skewed (raw skewness values ranged from − 0.511 to 
− 1.45), and the distribution for the last item (I have experi-
ence in either being sexually dominant with a trusted partner 
or having a trusted partner being sexually dominant, after we 
agreed that either I or my partner would take control during 
the sexual interaction in a safe way) was bimodal.

Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) of First Subsample

The EFA suggested either a one- or two-factor solution, with 
eigenvalues of 3.238 and 1.012 for the first and second fac-
tors in the EFA, respectively. All items loaded reliably in the 
one-factor solution; all standardized loadings exceeded 0.43, 
with the last two items showing the weakest loadings (0.435 
and 0.526). The two-factor solution distinguished attitudinal 
and behavioral aspects of BDSM proclivity, similar to the 
two-factor solution for sociosexuality (Corbin et al., 2016; 
Penke & Asendorpf, 2008; Webster & Bryan, 2007). The first 
three items (open to, interested in, might enjoy) loaded reli-
ably on factor one, with all standardized loadings exceeding 
0.83. The last two items (knowledge about, experience with) 
loaded reliably on factor two, with both standardized load-
ings exceeding 0.74. The largest cross-loading was minimal 
in magnitude (0.155). The two factors strongly correlated, 
r = 0.56, but were clearly differentiable. Thus, the two-fac-
tor solution yielded higher factor loadings, better mapped 
on to the two-factor solution that has been established for 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics for items on BDSM proclivity measure

Item M SD Median

Open to 5.78 2.65 6.00
Interested in 5.54 2.61 6.00
Might Enjoy 5.50 2.67 6.00
Knowledge about 4.91 3.35 5.00
Experience with 3.96 5.40 4.00
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sociosexuality, and better represented the unique contribu-
tions of the last two items with respect to BDSM proclivity.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) of the First Subsample

We fit the two-factor CFA model to the first subsample. We 
assumed a simple structure in which the first three items 
loaded on factor one and the last two items loaded on factor 
two. The factors were allowed to correlate, no cross-loadings 
were specified, and all residuals were uncorrelated. The fit 
of this initial model was inadequate: RMSEA = 0.111, 
CFI = 0.969, TLI = 0.923, and SRMR = 0.026. Freeing the 
correlated residual for the two items (“open to” and “inter-
ested in”) produced adequate fit indices: RMSEA = 0.000, 
CFI = 1.000, TLI = 1.000, SRMR = 0.010. In the final 
model, a small negative residual variance for the third item 
(“might enjoy”) was fixed to zero, producing the following 
final fit: RMSEA = 0.0000, CFI = 1.0000, TLI = 1.0004, 
SRMR = 0.013. The two factors were significantly corre-
lated, r = 0.62.

Cross‑Validation of Factor Structure on Second Sample

The final two-factor model developed on the first subsample 
was fit to the cross-validation sample, again estimating corre-
lated residuals for two items and setting the residual variance 
of another to zero. Model fit remained good: RMSEA = 0.028, 
CFI = 0.997, TLI = 0.993, SRMR = 0.014. All items loaded 
reliably on their respective factors (all standardized load-
ings > 0.580), and the factors strongly correlated, r = 0.59.

The final two-factor model was also fit to the combined 
sample, and fit remained good: RMSEA = 0.027, CFI = 0.998, 
TLI = 0.994, SRMR = 0.010. All items loaded reliably on 
their respective factors (all standardized loadings > 0.650), 
and the factors were strongly correlated, r = 0.61. See Table 2 

for factor loadings for the combined sample. We computed 
regression-based factor scores for the final model, and we 
also computed simple average scores for raw responses to the 
items on the two subscales. The factor scores showed strong 
correlations with the average scores (rs = 0.90 for BDSM 
attitudes and 0.94 for BDSM experiences, suggesting that 
participants’ raw responses can be used to determine subscale 
scores in the future.

Measurement Invariance

Table 3 presents all relevant information for evaluating meas-
urement invariance across gender. Configural invariance was 
upheld: the two-factor model showed acceptable fit when 
estimated simultaneously across women and men, and all fac-
tor loadings were reliable for both genders. Metric invariance 
also was upheld, as the change in fit relative to the configural 
model did not clear Chen’s (2007) cutoffs. Finally, scalar 
invariance was upheld, because the change in fit relative to 
the metric model did not exceed Chen’s (2007) cutoffs. Thus, 
BDSM proclivity scores did not reflect substantial gender-
linked measurement bias and could be compared meaning-
fully across women and men. Supplemental Tables A through 
E report fit statistics for models evaluating configural, met-
ric, and scalar invariance for each of the remaining potential 
correlates of BDSM proclivity. Inspection of these tables 
demonstrates that full measurement invariance was upheld 
for four of the potential correlates of BDSM proclivity, and 
partial measurement invariance was upheld for number of 
lifetime sexual partners. Overall, these findings indicate 
that measurement bias plays a minimal role when interpret-
ing relations between BDSM proclivity and other sexually 
related attitudes, behaviors, and identities.

BDSM Proclivity Scale: Structural Correlates

We added structural paths to our final measurement model 
from our five key predictors to each of our two latent vari-
ables (BDSM attitudes and BDSM experiences). Predic-
tors in the primary model included sociosexual attitudes, 
sociosexual behaviors, amount of lifetime sexual contact, 
rape-supportive attitudes, and gender. Table 4 presents 

Table 2  Factor loadings for final two-factor model of BDSM procliv-
ity in the full sample

Bold items set the metric on their factors
Est. unstandardized estimate, SE standard error, Est./SE a ratio of the 
unstandardized factor loading and its standard error, StdXY standard-
ized factor loading

Factor loadings

Items by factor Est. SE Est../SE StdXY

BDSM attitudes
Open to 0.770 0.000 19.375 0.663
Interested in 1.000 0.000 – 0.866
Might enjoy 1.165 0.037 31.857 1.000
BDSM experiences
Knowledge about 1.000 0.000 – 0.804
Experience with 1.138 0.105 10.894 0.719

Table 3  Measurement invariance evaluation of gender

RMSEA root mean square error of approximation, CFI comparative fit 
index, TLI Tucker Lewis index, SRMR standardized root mean square 
residual

RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR Factor loadings

Configural 0.039 0.995 0.989 0.014 All reliable
Metric 0.000 1.000 1.001 0.018
Scalar 0.040 0.992 0.988 0.027
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relevant means, standard deviations, and bivariate corre-
lations between the two BDSM proclivity subscales and 
these potential correlates. This structural model demon-
strated adequate fit: RMSEA = 0.067, CFI = 0.963, and 
TLI = 0.932. Table 5 presents full results. Six reliable asso-
ciations emerged. Sociosexual attitudes were positively 
associated with BDSM attitudes with a small effect size 
(β = 0.152, SE = 0.032, p = 0.005). Men endorsed somewhat 
less favorable BDSM attitudes than women (β = − 0.137, 
SE = 0.146, p = 0.008). Those reporting more lifetime sexual 
contact endorsed somewhat more favorable BDSM attitudes 
(β = 0.103, SE = 0.029, p = 0.038). Higher rape-supportive 
attitude endorsement showed a small positive association 
with BDSM experiences (β = 0.148, SE = 0.114, p = 0.002). 

Women endorsed somewhat more BDSM experience than 
men (β = − 0.126, SE = 0.158, p = 0.033). Finally, lifetime 
sexual contact strongly positively correlated with BDSM 
experiences (β = 0.430, SE = 0.028, p < 0.001).

Next, we fit the model separately but simultaneously to 
men and women’s data to assess whether gender moder-
ated associations between BDSM proclivity and the four 
predictors of interest. We constrained the measurement 
model to be the same for men and women since we previ-
ously established measurement invariance across gender. 
The model that constrained structural paths to be the same 
for men and women, showed adequate fit: χ2(46) = 89.16, 
p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.058; CFI = 0.965. The second 
model, which estimated these paths separately for men and 
women, also showed adequate fit: χ2(38) = 79.50, p < 0.001; 
RMSEA = 0.063; CFI = 0.966. The Satorra–Bentler Scaled 
chi-square (Satorra & Bentler, 2010) showed that the con-
strained (nested) model did not fit the data worse than the 
freely estimated model, χ2(8) = 9.07; p = 0.261. Thus, gen-
der did not significantly moderate the structural associations 
between BDSM attitudes and experiences and the four pre-
dictors of interest in our sample. To maximize our power to 
detect gender moderation, we conducted post-hoc tests of 
the gender-specificity of each of the ten paths. No reliable 
gender differences emerged, further strengthening our con-
fidence that gender did not moderate any of the structural 
associations.

Finally, we added consent-seeking behavior to the model 
and fit it to the subsample of respondents who provided non-
N/A endorsement of at least one consent item. We initially 
collapsed across gender. Consent-seeking in the last year 
was not reliably related to BDSM attitudes (b = − 0.043, 
SE = 0.055, Est./SE = − 0.777, p = 0.402) or BDSM expe-
riences (b = 0.054, SE = 0.064, Est./SE = 0.838, p = 0.402). 
Post-hoc evaluations of the gender-specificity of both paths 
were not significant.

Table 4  Correlations 
among BDSM attitudes and 
experiences with variables of 
interest

Correlations are based on the full sample (n = 544) with full information maximum likelihood estimation 
of missing data. Means and standard deviations are included in the table and are based on data only from 
individuals with complete data for a particular variable (sample sizes of 439–544); participants could select 
“not applicable” in cases where items asked about sexual experiences that may not apply to all levels of 
sexual experience
IRMA Illinois rape myth acceptance average score, SD standard deviation
* p < .05; ** p < .01

M SD Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1.64 0.32 1. IRMA 1
5.37 2.40 2. Sociosexual behavior − .080 1
5.48 5.41 3. Sociosexual attitudes − .020 .158** 1
3.99 1.35 4. Consent .005 .173** .296** 1
4.60 5.28 5. Lifetime sexual contact .058 .166** .468** .444** 1
5.60 2.20 6. BDSM attitudes − .059 .069 .193** .193** .213** 1
4.44 3.41 7. BDSM experiences .101* .120** .131** .326** .380** .487** 1

Table 5  Structural correlates of BDSM attitudes and experiences

Est. unstandardized estimate, SE standard error, Est./SE a ratio of the 
estimate and its standard error, StdXY standardized estimate, IRMA 
Illinois Rape myth acceptance average endorsement

Structural loadings

Est SE Est./SE p-value StdXY

BDSM attitudes
IRMA 0.000 0.109 − 0.003 .997 0.000
Gender − 0.387 0.146 − 2.654 .008 − 0.137
Sociosexual behavior − 0.028 0.040 − 0.708 .479 − 0.032
Sociosexual attitudes 0.090 0.032 2.784 .005 0.152
Lifetime sexual 

partners
0.059 0.029 2.071 .038 0.103

BDSM experiences
IRMA 0.350 0.114 3.078 .002 0.148
Gender − 0.338 0.158 − 2.136 .033 − 0.126
Sociosexual behavior 0.008 0.042 0.198 .843 0.010
Sociosexual attitudes − 0.010 0.033 − 0.309 .758 − 0.018
Lifetime sexual 

contact
0.236 0.028 8.353  < .001 0.430
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Discussion

Little is known about BDSM proclivity in young adults, 
in part because there is no appropriate measure for assess-
ing such proclivity among those who may not be familiar 
with BDSM jargon and who may not be formal members 
of BDSM communities. Thus, the current work introduces 
a measure of BDSM proclivity, the BDSM Proclivity 
Scale, that avoids the use of jargon, avoids the use of the 
term ‘BDSM,’ and emphasizes the consensual nature of 
BDSM, consistent with the perspective of formal practi-
tioners. After administering this assessment to over 500 
undergraduate students, we evaluated its factor structure, 
described BDSM proclivity among this large sample of col-
lege students, and further examined the validity of BDSM 
proclivity by examining an array of potential sexual and 
gender based correlates in a multivariate structural model.

Factor-analytic methods provided support for a two-fac-
tor latent structure of BDSM proclivity that distinguished 
BDSM attitudes (being open to, being interested in, or 
having thoughts that one might enjoy consensual power 
exchange with a trusted partner in a safe way) and BDSM 
experiences (reporting having knowledge and experience in 
consensual power exchange). We cross-validated this two-
factor structure in a separate subsample and established 
measurement invariance across gender, bolstering our con-
fidence in the psychometric properties of this new measure 
and our ability to make meaningful comparisons across 
men and women. As discussed later, we also observed a 
different pattern of relations between these two factors and 
the sexual attitude and behavior correlates of interest, pro-
viding further support for distinguishing these domains on 
a conceptual level.

The attitudinal/behavioral distinction observed for 
BDSM proclivity parallels factor-analytic work in the 
sociosexuality literature distinguishing positive attitudes 
regarding casual sex and reported behaviors, including 
casual sex (Corbin et al., 2016; Penke & Asendorpf, 2008; 
Webster & Bryan, 2007). Being able to make this distinc-
tion will allow future research to examine not only those 
who actively seek out knowledge or pursue experimenta-
tion in this domain, but also those who might only report 
favorable attitudes regarding BDSM engagement. It will 
also be possible to examine the development of BDSM 
proclivity over time in longitudinal studies, where we 
might anticipate an attitudinal shift prior to behavioral 
engagement.

BDSM proclivity emerged both attitudinally and behav-
iorally, with 72.4% of individuals reporting an average 
score of 5 or higher on a 7-point scale for BDSM attitudes 
and 44.5% of individuals reporting an average score of 5 
or higher on a 7-point scale for BDSM experiences. Thus 

interest in and experimentation with these behaviors clearly 
occur among college students, when individuals are less 
likely to have gained access to many potentially protective 
mechanisms that the formal physical BDSM community 
provides (e.g., classes, workshops, monitored play).

This study highlights the importance of further inves-
tigating what these BDSM experiences entail for those of 
college age. Specifically, 59% of students reported having 
some knowledge about BDSM (response ≥ 5 on knowledge 
item). Thus, it is relevant to begin evaluating the sources from 
which undergraduates are acquiring this information to bet-
ter understand how accurate and risk-aware this information 
is (e.g., BDSM-themed pornography versus a community 
website). Participants also reported considerable behavioral 
experience with BDSM, raising questions about what types 
of behaviors they are experimenting with and what language 
they use to describe them, which may or may not align with 
the language used among BDSM practitioners. This informa-
tion would improve our understanding of the physical and 
psychological safety of these activities. If college students 
are receiving most of their knowledge about BDSM from 
pornography, for instance, they may not be exposed to the 
consent, sexual negotiation, and safety protocol processes 
that occur before, during, and after these experiences in the 
BDSM community. If college students are experimenting 
with high-risk activities without the proper training and skill 
in risk mitigation, sexual consent, and sexual negotiation, 
it may be useful to bring some of the trainings that exist 
in BDSM communities to college campuses. Indeed, col-
lege students’ recently documented experience in “rough 
sex” within the context of committed relationships further 
emphasizes the need to understand what safety mechanisms 
may or may not be in place during these interactions (Her-
benick et al., 2021).

BDSM proclivity correlated with several sexually relevant 
identifiers, attitudes, and behaviors in a multivariate context. 
First, women endorsed slightly more positive attitudes toward 
and more experience with BDSM than men. Given the incon-
clusive results in the literature regarding potential gender 
differences in BDSM proclivity (Brown et al., 2019), this 
finding with a substantial sample size makes an important 
contribution to what is known about the descriptive profile 
of those showing BDSM proclivity as young as college age. 
Future research could examine potential explanations for the 
small observed gender differences. For example, given the 
historical societal privilege of men, who typically are allo-
cated power by default in social schemas (Madden Demp-
sey, 2009), women may be more inclined toward experiences 
where power dynamics are self-defined and not assumed 
(Beres & MacDonald, 2015).

Second, greater endorsement of sociosexual attitudes cor-
related positively and weakly with endorsement of BDSM 
attitudes, potentially speaking to liberal sexual attitudes as 



 Archives of Sexual Behavior

1 3

an underlying factor in BDSM interest. Reported sociosexual 
behaviors, however, were not related to either attitudinal or 
experiential BDSM proclivity. The current null finding sup-
ports the notion that those interested in BDSM are likely 
spread across a spectrum of those who may enjoy exploring 
and fantasizing about engaging in BDSM with a long-term 
partner and those who enjoy sexual experimentation both 
with casual sex partners and within the context of new sexual 
activities (Bauer, 2010; Botta et al., 2019; Carlström, 2017).

Third, reported lifetime sexual partners emerged as a 
moderate positive correlate of both BDSM attitudes and 
BDSM experiences, consistent with prior literature examin-
ing sexual experiences among BDSM practitioners (Richters 
et al, 2008). Longitudinal work will be needed to determine 
the nature of this cross-sectional association—i.e., whether 
having more BDSM fantasies and knowledge drives sexual 
activity, whether more sexual activity provides new opportu-
nities to be exposed to alternative interests and behaviors, or 
whether some other variable simultaneously influences both 
BDSM proclivity and sexual activity.

In addition, the current study found that the frequency of 
consent-seeking behavior in the last year was unrelated to 
BDSM attitudes or experiences. This is contrary to the prac-
tices reported by BDSM practitioners and the emphasis that 
the BDSM community places on consent (Dunkley & Brotto, 
2018; Ríos et al., 2019). This raises a possibility that should 
be investigated in future longitudinal research—namely, that 
BDSM practitioners’ increased emphasis on consent may 
have developed secondary to joining or holding membership 
in the BDSM community (either virtually or online), which 
provides access to relevant workshops, etc. It may also be the 
case that those who are more vigilant about obtaining consent 
for BDSM-themed behaviors are not similarly vigilant about 
obtaining consent for non-BDSM sexual encounters.

Finally, given the widespread nature of undergraduate 
endorsement of BDSM proclivity, it is important to exam-
ine potential risk correlates of such proclivity among those 
without access to certain risk-mitigation resources. Rape-
supportive attitude endorsement showed a small positive 
relationship with BDSM experiences but not attitudes in the 
current study. In contrast, BDSM community practitioners 
have been shown to endorse fewer rape-supportive attitudes 
than college students (Klement et al., 2017). This discrep-
ancy in the relation between rape-supportive attitudes and 
BDSM proclivity is consistent with the BDSM community 
playing an important role in educating community members 
about sexual consent and negotiation. Future research should 
evaluate whether an attitudinal shift toward consent and away 
from rape-supportive beliefs occurs once one is exposed to 
the explicit learning opportunities provided by the BDSM 
community (Beres & MacDonald, 2015; Cagwin, 2018; 
Newmahr, 2011). Alternatively, those who not only show 
BDSM proclivity but also place value on consent may be 

more likely to join the BDSM community because of its com-
mitment to these values. Additionally, for some individuals at 
higher risk of sexual aggression (i.e., those endorsing more 
rape-supportive attitudes), interest in BDSM activities may 
be motivated by themes of sexual aggression rather than the 
emphasis on informed consent, safety, and respect that sur-
rounds these behaviors within the BDSM community. In this 
case, these individuals may be less likely to join a community 
with values antithetical to their own.

Overall, examination of relations of BDSM proclivity 
with other sexual attitudes, behaviors, and identity con-
structs revealed particularly strong links to lifetime sexual 
contact and weaker but reliable associations with gender, 
rape-supportive attitudes, and sociosexual attitudes. Impor-
tantly, these associations were not strong enough to indicate 
that The BDSM Proclivity Scale is redundant with these 
other assessed domains of sexual attitudes, behaviors, and 
identities. Thus, this new measure of BDSM attitudes and 
experiences appears to assess a novel aspect of college stu-
dent sexual interests, attitudes, and behaviors that could be 
incorporated into future work in this domain. For example, 
it would be interesting to evaluate whether this new measure 
converges with the Attitudes about Sadomasochism Scale, 
which also assesses attitudes about BDSM related concepts 
but requires an understanding of the terminology used in 
BDSM communities (Yost, 2010).

Limitations and Future Directions

In considering these findings, there are several limitations 
to take into account. First, future research should examine 
more racially and ethnically diverse participants in order to 
examine the generalizability of these findings. Second, the 
sample size, while large, was insufficient to examine BDSM 
proclivity as a function of sexual- and gender-minority sta-
tus, which will be important given the large overlap of these 
communities with the BDSM community (Richters et al., 
2008). Third, these research questions should be examined 
in a similarly aged non-college student sample and with a 
sample of formal BDSM practitioners. Inclusion of this com-
parison group could shed light on the role that community 
membership plays in shaping other sexual attitudes, behav-
iors, and identities. Further, future studies should administer 
additional measures of potentially related constructs, such as 
the Attitudes about Sadomasochism Scale (Yost, 2010), in 
order to further examine the measure’s convergent validity. 
Fourth, in future studies, a specific definition of what con-
stitutes a “sexual contact” should be provided as participants 
in the current study may have used different definitions of 
sexual contact.

Despite its limitations, the current study lays the 
groundwork for investigating BDSM proclivity among 
those who have not become formal community members, 
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or who may not have an extensive knowledge about BDSM, 
in addition to formal BDSM practitioners. Given evidence 
that BDSM proclivity is evident in college students in 
early adulthood, it may be prudent to understand how this 
proclivity develops in even younger samples, such as high 
school aged individuals. Perhaps the BDSM community’s 
teachings and safety protocols actively promote an indi-
vidual’s notion of the importance of consent and sexual 
negotiation (i.e., the community socializes its members 
in this regard). Alternatively, among those who endorse 
BDSM proclivity during college, the small proportion who 
subsequently join a community with these values may have 
held them prior to joining these community spaces (i.e., 
those with certain values are more likely to choose to be 
members). Examining longitudinal trajectories of BDSM 
proclivity would allow us to distinguish these selection 
and socialization hypotheses. Finally, given the high rate 
of sexual aggression among acquaintances on college cam-
puses (Cantor et al., 2019), it might prove beneficial to 
bring workshop content inspired by BDSM approaches 
that focuses on sexual consent, negotiation, and bounda-
ries to a college student population in order to help combat 
sexually aggressive behavior on college campuses.

The current work provides a new tool to characterize 
BDSM proclivity that is appropriate for use regardless of 
whether respondents are or are not members of BDSM 
communities. An important next step is to consider the 
appropriateness of this measure with sexual and gender 
minority groups and examine measurement invariance on 
the basis of sexual and gender identity. Future research 
profitably could examine whether the widespread BDSM 
proclivity observed among college students continues, 
even though relatively few presumably seek formal com-
munity membership (i.e., there are insufficient BDSM 
dungeons and clubs around the country to serve very large 
numbers of curious adults). If BDSM proclivity remains 
pronounced, then questions parallel to those articulated 
above for college students are also apt for this older popu-
lation: What are the sources of their BDSM knowledge? 
What is the nature of their behavioral experiences with 
BDSM? More generally, longitudinal research should 
characterize BDSM proclivity trajectories from high 
school through older adulthood, as well as their corre-
lates. This would help us to understand why some progress 
from favorable attitudes to enjoyable behavioral experi-
ences to formal community membership, whereas others 
show attitudinal and behavioral proclivity but do not join 
communities, and still others hold favorable attitudes but 
never experiment. If the middle group proves to be sizable, 
then exposing them to important safety concepts taught 
in BDSM 101 classes may be another important future 
direction.

Appendix A: BDSM Proclivity Scale

Indicate how much you agree with the following statements.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Strongly disa-
gree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Strongly agree

1. I am OPEN to the idea of either myself or a TRUSTED 
partner being sexually dominant over the other, if WE 
AGREE that I take control or that my partner takes con-
trol during the sexual interaction in a SAFE way.

2. I am INTERESTED IN the idea of either myself or a 
TRUSTED partner being sexually dominant over the 
other if WE AGREE that I take control or that my partner 
takes control during the interaction in a SAFE way.

3. I think that I MIGHT ENJOY either myself or a 
TRUSTED sexual partner being sexually dominant over 
the other, if WE AGREE that I take control or that my 
partner takes control during the sexual interaction in a 
SAFE way.

4. I have significant KNOWLEDGE about (not experience 
with) SAFE and AGREED-UPON sexually dominant 
practices that occur between TRUSTED partners.

5. I have EXPERIENCE in either being sexually dominant 
with a TRUSTED partner or having a TRUSTED partner 
being sexually dominant, after we AGREED that either I 
or my partner would take control during the sexual inter-
action in a SAFE way.
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