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Abstract

U.S. elections are increasingly recognized as acute sources of psychological dis-
tress, particularly among members of marginalized communities. While research
has explored election-related stress among LGBTQIA+individuals, people of color,
and gender-diverse populations, little is known about how these dynamics affect
BDSM practitioners—many of whom experience intersecting forms of minority
stress. This study examines how the 2024 U.S. presidential election impacted the
identities, desires, and relationships of individuals engaged in consensual erotic
power exchange. Drawing on 160 posts from two public, BDSM-focused Reddit
threads, we conducted a reflexive thematic analysis to explore how BDSM prac-
titioners were psychologically impacted by the election outcome. The research-
ers identified four themes: Reality Ruining Fantasy, in which sociopolitical threats
disrupted the safety of erotic and transgressive play; Sense of Betrayal, reflecting
intra-community fractures over political values; Rethinking BDSM, in which par-
ticipants reevaluated their roles, practices, and identities in response to the elec-
tion; and Kink as Catharsis, describing the use of BDSM as a space for emotional
processing and resistance. Findings suggest that the 2024 election functioned not
only as a source of minority stress, but also as a profound challenge to participants’
sexual citizenship and capacity for authentic erotic expression. In response to these
challenges, many BDSM practitioners are reevaluating and reshaping their kink
activities, relationships, and identities in a variety of ways that reflect their need
for personal affirmation and social safety. Collectively, the results underscore the
need for community support structures and kink-affirming care that recognize the
politicized dimensions of erotic identity.
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Introduction

Elections have increasingly been recognized as a source of psychological stress for
many people who reside in the United States. Survey research suggests that most
U.S. adults identify national elections — and presidential elections in particular — as
significant stressors, with 69% citing the 2024 election as stress inducing (American
Psychological Association, 2024). Election cycles are associated both with anxiety
and distress in the weeks and months leading up to election day (American Psycho-
logical Association, 2024), and with poorer psychological well- being in the months
following an election (Brown et al., 2024). This often takes the form of short-term
increases in generalized worry, depression, and reduced sleep quality leading up to
the election (Mukhopadhyay, 2022), as well as longer-lasting fear and feelings of
marginalization reported by those whose preferred candidate did not prevail (Roche
& Jacobson, 2018). For approximately 12.5% of Americans, the pervasive distress
associated with the 2020 presidential election manifested in symptoms consistent
with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)—over three times the typical annual
prevalence of PTSD in the general population (Fraser et al., 2023).

These psychological effects can be particularly pronounced among members of
marginalized and stigmatized communities. Following the 2016 U.S. presidential
election, notable declines in well-being were observed among gender, sexuality, and
relationship diverse (GSRD)' minorities (Davies & Neves, 2023). For example, a
qualitative study of lesbian and gay adoptive parents—many of whom were part of
multiracial families—highlighted widescale emotional distress including fear, sad-
ness, and anger in response to the 2016 election (Gabriele- Black et al., 2021). Sim-
ilar patterns of post-election mental health deterioration were documented among
Black and Latine individuals (Krueger et al., 2021), as well as among women and
gender-diverse people (Price et al., 2021; Suzuki et al., 2023).

For many in these groups, political discourse and outcomes served as sources
of personal threat — through mechanisms such as identity—based discrimination,
diminished sense of bodily autonomy, and the politicization of issues central to their
rights and dignity (Suzuki et al., 2023). These dynamics not only intensified stress
responses but also contributed to relational strain and feelings of social alienation.
The heightened vulnerability of these communities during election cycles likely
reflects a broader, chronic pattern of stress exposure linked to systemic stigma and
discrimination — a phenomenon termed minority stress.

Minority stress theory holds that members of marginalized groups experience
adverse mental and physical health outcomes due to the pervasive experiences of prej-
udice and discrimination they encounter (Frost & Meyer, 2023). Minority stress is a
chronic condition of socially based stigmas experienced within cultural, institutional,
and structural systems (including political systems) that result in harm that uniquely
impacts marginalized groups (Dentato, 2012). The effects of chronic stress, including

! Gender, sexuality, and relationship diversity is an umbrella term used to describe individuals and
communities whose identities, orientations, or relational practices fall outside of normative cisgender,
heterosexual, and monogamous frameworks. This includes but is not limited to LGBTQIA+people, non-
monogamous individuals, asexual and aromantic people, and kink/BDSM practitioners. The term empha-
sizes diversity rather than deviation, and is increasingly used in clinical, academic, and advocacy settings.
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minority stress, have been linked to cardiovascular disease, increased risk of inflam-
mation and infection, increased body mass, and diabetes (Flentje et al., 2019) as well
as mental health concerns such as anxiety, depression, substance use, and increased
suicidality (Grigoreva & Szaszkd, 2024; Hoy- Ellis, 2023).

Despite growing awareness of the disproportionate psychological burden elec-
tions place on marginalized populations, little attention has been paid to how these
dynamics may impact members of kink and BDSM communities. Most research
exploring minority stress has focused on non-kinky subjects. Even when studying
other GSRD communities, researchers have not explored the intersection of kink-
identity and minority stress (Hoy-Ellis, 2023). As individuals who often occupy
multiple marginalized identities—including gender, sexuality, and relationship diver-
sities (Bennett, 2025)- BDSM practitioners are particularly susceptible to minority
stress (Ramswakh, 2025). Yet members BDSM communities remain largely absent
from research on minority stress broadly, including studies on election-related stress
(Brown et al., 2022).

Given that political rhetoric and policymaking frequently invoke normative ideas
about sexuality, gender, and relationships, kink-identified individuals may experi-
ence elections as moments of intensified scrutiny, delegitimization, or threat. This
vulnerability is compounded by the unique stigma BDSM communities face, includ-
ing from within broader LGBTQIA+or progressive spaces (Abad-Santos, 2021;
Rowello, 2021). Accordingly, it is both conceptually and practically important to
explore how political events, particularly highly polarized election cycles, may serve
as acute stressors for BDSM practitioners.

BDSM is a relational framework that plays with ideas of eroticized power (Ort-
mann & Sprott, 2015). The acronym itself encompasses three distinct ways in which
BDSM practitioners explore and exchange personal power within their relationships.
These include Bondage and Discipline, the exchange of control; Dominance and sub-
mission, the exchange of authority; and Sadism and Masochism, the exchange of
sensation (Goerlich, 2022). Exchange of control typically includes practices such
as the establishment of rules and protocols, movement restraints such as the use of
handcuffs and ropes, and the adoption of disciplines such as controlled speech, daily
writing practices, or accountability checks- practices that can be adopted by an indi-
vidual or integrated into a partnered relationship. Exchange of authority refers to
decision-making within the relationship. In a Dominant/submissive (D/s) dynamic,
there is a negotiated and consensual hierarchy between partners, with one having a
greater degree of authority and decision-making power than the other(s). Sadism and
Masochism, or sadomasochism, involves consensual engagement in intense sensory
experiences (e.g., spanking, flogging) for erotic and emotional satisfaction (Goerlich
& Helfer, 2024).

While not all kink involves BDSM, BDSM is generally understood as a subset
of kink—a broad category encompassing a wide array of erotic interests, behaviors,
and relationship structures outside of conventional sexual norms. Kink practices may
include roleplay, sensation play, or power exchange, among others. Individuals who
engage in BDSM may or may not explicitly identify as “kinky” or use community-
based terms such as “kinkster,” and some may view BDSM as a practice rather than
an identity.
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For the purposes of this paper, we primarily focus on individuals whose engage-
ment in consensual power exchange plays a meaningful role in their sexual and
relational lives. Accordingly, we use the terms “BDSM practitioners,” “kinky indi-
viduals,” and “kinksters” descriptively and interchangeably, reflecting common
usage within the communities represented in our data. We acknowledge, however,
that these terms are not universally embraced and may carry different meanings for
different individuals based on personal, cultural, or contextual factors.

Despite persistent stigma, BDSM is fairly common. For instance, in a nationally
representative sample of 1,027 Belgians, over two-thirds of respondents reported hav-
ing engaged in at least one BDSM-related fantasy or behavior (Holvoet et al., 2017).
Depending on the study, between 2% (Richters et al., 2014) and nearly 8% (Hol-
voet et al., 2017) of people identify as regular BDSM practitioners- those for whom
BDSM is a core aspect of their relational and/or erotic identities. A recent study indi-
cates that among BDSM practitioners, 22% prefer to hold power in their dynamics,
50% prefer to cede power, and 29% identify as flexible, or “switches,” depending on
the context (Westlake & Mahan, 2023).

For many, BDSM-related fantasies emerge during adolescence—76.4% report
having such fantasies before the age of 18—prompting scholars to consider whether
kink affinity might represent a form of sexual orientation (Walker & Kuperberg, 2022;
Kalafatis-Russell, 2021). When BDSM forms a core aspect of one’s sexual, rela-
tional, or erotic identity, individuals may experience minority stress as part of a
broader pattern of marginalization. This stress is often compounded by intersectional
identities: many kinky individuals also identify as non-heterosexual (58.8%), non-
white (15.9%), non-male (63.6%), or transgender (9.4%) (Westlake & Mahan, 2023).

The stigma and social rejection experienced by gender, sexuality, and relationship
diverse individuals can be intensified by exclusion from even sex-positive or queer-
affirming communities—Ileaving kinky people particularly vulnerable to height-
ened isolation during times of social and political tension, such as election cycles.
There have been many studies exploring micro level aspects of power-holding and
power-ceding within kinky relationship dynamics, but none that have yet explored
the impact of macro level power shifts on the lives, relationships, and experiences of
kinky people. Our study hopes to correct that gap in the literature.

Current Study

Although BDSM practitioners often navigate intersecting forms of marginaliza-
tion and minority stress, their experiences remain largely absent from research on
election-related psychological distress. The 2024 U.S. presidential election—char-
acterized by heightened polarization and political discourse targeting gender, sexual,
and reproductive rights (Pew Research Center, 2024) was likely experienced as par-
ticularly fraught by members of kink communities. Given that little is known about
how election-related stress manifests within these communities, we sought to explore
the impact of the election on BDSM practitioners’ identities, desires, and relational
dynamics. Such an inquiry may provide useful insights for supporting members of
BDSM communities during periods of acute political stress and help to expand our
understanding of how minority stress manifests across diverse groups.
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Our project seeks to build upon existing knowledge of election-related stress on
stigmatized and marginalized communities. To do so, we reviewed social media
posts containing the immediate reactions of kink-identified social media users in the
week following the 2024 U.S. Presidential election. This is the first study to example
the impact of national periods of political power shift on BDSM/kink practitioners
including their sense of self and of community. As such, it is an important glimpse
into how kinky people contextualize power, safety, and agency within the wider
social-cultural context that they exist and form relationships within.

Methods

This study utilized reflexive thematic analysis to explore how BDSM practitio-
ners interpret political events to ascribe meaning to their own experiences of
eroticized power (Braun & Clark, 2019). Operating from a constructivist per-
spective, we understand that social and political realities are both co-created and
individually experienced. The overall purpose of the study was to understand
how shifts in power at the national level were interpreted and understood by
those who intentionally subvert power within their intimate relationships. The
[blinded] Institutional Review Board determined that the analysis of publicly
available data did not require formal oversight.

Data Sources

The researchers identified three large online communities serving the BDSM com-
munity on Reddit.com: BDSMCommunity, BDSMfaq, and BDSMnot4newbies.
The identified Reddit communities have a combined member base of 598,482
members as of November 2024. Although FetLife is another online platform that
serves as a large online community for BDSM practitioners, we did not include it
as a data source in this study given the platform’s privacy settings and community
engagement norms.

Sample Identification

The search was kept intentionally broad, with the word “Election” queried within
the search bar of each of the three subreddits. The initial search was conducted
24 h after the U.S. Presidential election and was replicated over the subsequent
seven days to cover the first week following the election. Most of the initial query
results across the three subreddits returned posts made by individuals seeking
hookup sex or casual encounters “themed” around the political process. Ulti-
mately, based on both content analysis and ethics consultation, we determined
that two substantive threads on Reddit’s /BDSMCommunity were appropriate
for the current study given that (1) they specifically addressed the impact of the
election on power exchange relationships and (2) they occurred in online spaces
designed to be available for public viewing.
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Both threads had titles which indicated the Original Poster (OP) was experi-
encing distress due to the election results. In total, 338 comments were generated
from community members discussing how political events affected their experi-
ence of power exchange. Both threads were selected for their high engagement
levels and their illustration of how macro political systems affect individuals’
understanding of power within intimate relationships. These threads were posted
in publicly viewable forums without rules prohibiting observational research.
After eliminating posts shorter than three words, the final dataset comprised 226
Reddit comments from 145 community members, including five users who par-
ticipated in both threads. The posts were anonymized using a random list of fic-
tional usernames which allowed the coding team to identify when a specific user
had made more than one post, but removed the actual usernames from the data
set.

Screening Process and Final Sample

Of the initially collected 226 posts, our team implemented a systematic screening
process to ensure data quality and relevance. During independent coding, each
post was evaluated by all four researchers for thematic relevance to the research
questions. Posts were excluded if the team marked them as “not relevant” during
the individual coding phase. Any disagreement was resolved via consensus. This
screening resulted in 66 posts being removed from the final data set.

The rationale for exclusions varied. Some posts merely acknowledged other
comments without adding substantive content (e.g., brief affirmations or sym-
pathetic statements without elaboration). Others were contextually irrelevant to
the research focus, containing tangential or unrelated content. A smaller number
were excluded due to ambiguous meaning that could not be reliably interpreted
within the context of the study. This screening process yielded a final analytic
sample of 160 posts that directly addressed how political events influenced par-
ticipants’ experiences of power dynamics within BDSM relationships.

Research Team Composition

The research team was assembled with diverse backgrounds and perspectives
to ensure a multifaceted approach to data analysis. The team included a Clini-
cal/Forensic Social Worker specializing in BDSM/kink and mental health, a
Licensed Professional Counselor with expertise in trauma care for erotic minori-
ties, a Public Health Worker with a background in Women & Gender Studies, and
a moderator of several large online BDSM/kink communities who represented
the “kinky laypersons” perspective on the team. This composition allowed for
both clinical expertise and community-based knowledge to inform the analytical
process. These perspectives afforded a well-rounded perspective as we engaged
in the collaborative coding process, however we must acknowledge the potential
bias of not including someone who is kink-averse or anti-kink on our team.
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Ethical Considerations

The use of social media websites such as Reddit to conduct research is relatively
new, with best practices and new challenges emerging apace with the rise of each
new form of technology (Reagle, 2022). The practice of scraping user posts for
academic research has driven some important conversations about IRB exemp-
tion processes and the limitations of consent in virtual spaces (Adams, 2024).
With the internet rapidly replacing traditional community “third spaces” (Par-
kinson et al., 2021) social scientists are working to balance the need for digital
ethnographic research with ethical best practices. Because digital ethnography is
still evolving as a social science, we sought consultation with a digital ethicist
to guide our process (Case, 2025). They suggested that we evaluate online data
using four factors:

Are the websites public?

Are the forums public?

Do the websites and/or forums have a written policy prohibiting research?
Are the posts themselves public?

Ealb ol

Our research team maintained a reflexive process around digital ethics both indi-
vidually and throughout the collaborative coding process. Primarily, we drew on
Gliniecka’s (2023) situated ethics framework for Reddit, utilizing their critical
questions to ground our decisions about what platforms, online dialogues, and
specific user posts we chose to include in our study. Using this framework, our
team came to a consensus on the following ethical considerations:

Digital context While our initial data search included FetLife, we quickly
decided as a team to exclude these data. Unlike Reddit, FetLife is a tool that
requires users to create a profile and login in order to access content. This fea-
ture also helps to prevent FetLife user posts from being indexed by Google or
any other search engine. Our team concluded that FetLife should be considered
a “closed-door” community, similar to a members-only BDSM/kink space or
private dinner party; while the Reddit forums we reviewed were maintained as
public spaces by their moderation teams. While Reddit users can create private
subreddits, which restrict visibility and access only to those invited to participate,
none of the subreddits we reviewed in this study were set to private.

User views We recognize that BDSM/kink practitioners still experience sig-
nificant stigma within mainstream society. Following Gliniecka’s guidance to
engage directly with members of the targeted group, one member of our team is
a kink-identified individual who moderates several online BDSM-focused com-
munities. We were intentional in adding a community representative to our team
who has deep familiarity both with cybersecurity and online kink community
norms, but who is not directly connected to Reddit, to avoid potential conflicts
of interest. We also engaged in a deeper review of the extant literature related
to research using Reddit and consulted with a digital ethicist (Case, 2025) who
reviewed our research protocol.
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Project specificity When considering the Reddit data set, our team operated
from a trauma-informed, kink-aware perspective, excluding from publication any
post that contained references to vulnerability factors such as relationship dis-
tress, fear of specific violence, or concerns about being outed as kinky.

Traceability Traceability refers to the ability of a curious reader to link an
image, quote, or user name back to its original poster. Data that is traceable
raises privacy concerns for individuals included within a research sample of pub-
licly available posts. Our team did conduct an internal traceability evaluation
for the quotes we chose to include in this project. Out of the thirteen comments
quoted, eight could not be located either by querying Google, searching Reddit
directly, or by using ChatGPT’s deep research function. Two quotes were findable
by searching Reddit, but were posted from user accounts that have since been
deleted, meaning the username and account data for these posters are no longer
available. We did identify three quotes within our dataset which were traceable
back to the original posters. Our team reached out to each of them to request
permission to include their words in this project. Permission was granted by all
three users.

Data Analysis

To begin analysis, the first author conducted an initial round of contextual seman-
tic coding, reading each post in its entirety to inductively derive codes that cap-
tured both the explicit meaning of the text and its situated significance within
post-election discourse. While codes remained grounded in participants’ direct
words, broader political context (e.g., references to election results, partisan rhet-
oric, or power shifts) was considered when assigning descriptive labels.

The first author established a total of ten descriptive codes that constituted the
preliminary codebook. Each code was accompanied by comprehensive opera-
tional definitions and exemplar quotes. This codebook was then refined through
team discussions to ensure conceptual clarity and mutual exclusivity of codes. All
four researchers independently coded the entire dataset of 160 posts, achieving
methodological triangulation through multiple perspectives. After this individual
process had been completed, these individual codes were then consolidated into
a spreadsheet which allowed all team members to view each individual coder’s
decisions. From there, we engaged in three formal consensus meetings over an
eight- week period to reconcile coding discrepancies through a consensus pro-
cess. When there was disagreement between coders about a specific user post, the
team paused to discuss in detail and to come to an agreement.

Throughout this iterative analytical process, the team identified relationships,
patterns, and conceptual linkages between various codes, which formed the
foundation for subsequent theme development. Emerging themes were critically
examined, refined, and defined by the first author in consultation with the full
coding team to ensure they accurately represented the data while offering theo-
retical insights relevant to the research questions.
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Findings

Through thematic analysis of online discussions among BDSM practitioners follow-
ing the 2024 U.S. Presidential election, we generated four interconnected themes,
each reflecting how political turmoil impacted erotic power dynamics: Reality Ruin-
ing Fantasy, Sense of Betrayal, Rethinking BDSM, and Kink as Catharsis.

Reality Ruining Fantasy

A common theme that emerged from the data was the concept of the current socio-
political reality ruining BDSM fantasies. Participants voiced a concern that certain
niche fetishes and forms of role play (e.g., consensual non-consent, free use, and
domestic discipline) had attracted people who were drawn to these practices not as
transgressive critique of rigid social norms, but out of a genuine belief in patriarchal
notions of male dominance and female inferiority. One user observed:

...it’s vitally important to us that we know the fantasy is just a fantasy. We
might want to pretend that it’s true, in the most realistic way possible, but...
at the core of it, we do know it’s just a fantasy...But given the current politi-
cal climate, it really doesn’t feel like all of this is living safely in the realm of
fantasy anymore. Or at least, it’s no longer far enough away that we can take
for granted that it’s a fantasy.

This blurring of the boundary between consensual fantasy and harmful reality threat-
ened practitioners’ ability to engage safely in power exchange dynamics that require
trust in their performative nature for consent to exist. As one user described it “We
can only enjoy losing something if we know we can actually still keep it.” For this
participant, the foundation of pleasurable engagement in BDSM relies on an expecta-
tion that the relinquished power is performative, and the power differential revokable.

Additionally, worry about covert misogynistic intent and a desire for regressive
social hierarchies across the intersectional spectrum gave rise to an increased fear for
their personal safety even within communities formerly perceived to be safe. This
was paired with a sense that one could no longer trust that individuals within the kink
community were playing out a fantasy as opposed to rehearsing a new, problematic,
sociopolitical norm. As one user noted “I, too, like the misogyny paint job...But part
of me knew that it was always that... a paint job, a fantasy....But now, I’m realizing
that like most men really do want to take my rights? Reduce me to nothing? Makes
me side-eye everyone now.”

For these members of BDSM communities, bonds of trust forged out of shared
social stigma had fostered an environment of mutual support and safety. The impact
of the election outcome was that many users felt that trust in other community mem-
bers might no longer be possible in Trump-era kink spaces.

Another dimension of reality undermining fantasy emerged in practitioners’ per-
ceptions of heightened threats to their partners’ bodily autonomy and wellbeing fol-
lowing the election. For many, previously enjoyable fantasies involving elements like
impregnation, control, or degradation now evoked dread rather than arousal due to an

@ Springer



S. Goerlich et al.

expectation that reproductive rights and healthcare access were increasingly precari-
ous. One participant articulated this conflict bluntly, first describing a pre-election
fantasy and then the reasons it no longer held:

Accept that all you will ever be to me is a sex object, and that I can do whatever
I want with you, whenever I want with you...Making you fuck me raw and
get you pregnant just because that’s a whole nother (sic.) level of ownership
and submission in this sense...BUT THEN I WOULD GIVE YOU ACCESS
TO HEALTHCARE AND MAKE SURE EVERYTHING IS SAFE AND
HEALTHY AND TAKE CARE OF YOU BECAUSE YOURE MY BABY-
GIRL AND I LOVE YOU! FUCK DUDE. I CAN’T EVEN FANTASIZE
ABOUT GETTING GIRLS PREGNANT BECAUSE IF THEY DO THEY
COULD DIE NOW NO MATTER WHAT!. kinda kills the vibe. You know?

The election outcome had a contaminating effect on the psychological space where
these fantasies now existed alongside new ethical dilemmas and worry for partner
wellbeing.

Sense of Betrayal

Another pervasive theme was a sense of betrayal—not, primarily, by non-kinky vot-
ers, but by individuals engaged with BDSM spaces and communities who voted for
candidates and policies that seem to undermine the needs and values of kinky people.
For example, one user explained that:

People voted for this. They had this fantasy, just like me, and then fucking voted
because some of them want to control women’s bodies and take away their
rights and beat them and rape them because they are repulsive human beings
with no self-care or self- reflection skills. They can’t get a GF (girlfriend) and
so they just want the government to stop protecting girls. Take away their abil-
ity to say no ACTUALLY. And they voted for this. They voted with their dicks.

This reaction reflects the outrage among users that someone who identifies as kinky
would choose to support politicians who would limit their rights to consent by vot-
ing for politicians or policies that would limit sexual and relational agency, personal
responsibility, and the right to assume informed risk for oneself. That is, for many
BDSM practitioners, votes cast in favor of more restrictive, authoritarian-leaning
candidates in 2024 were received as a direct affront to common BDSM values such
as personal responsibility, risk-informed, consensual kink and the 4 C’s of caring,
communication, consent and caution (Commandant, 2024; Parchev, 2025; Williams
etal., 2014).

Users also described how the 2024 election results were likely to have far-reaching
impact on health resources such as birth control, abortion care, PrEP, Covid vaccina-
tions, and support for survivors of crime. The impact was to leave many users feeling
betrayed by the same people they rely on for mutual safety within kink spaces. As
one user explained “I have always been a trans rights advocate and she hid all of this
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anti-vax, pro-forced-birth, transphobic nonsense...I had really hope that she would
overcome the bigotry for me and she didn’t, just doubled down.” The interconnection
between personal fear, a sense of social betrayal, and feeling unheard or unsupported
by one’s BDSM partner was expressed by users of all genders, on both sides of the
power dynamic slash.

Rethinking BDSM

Ambivalence about how to move forward, ethically and authentically, in their prac-
tice of BDSM following Trump’s re-election was a concern for many users. Some
expressed feeling revulsion at the thought of certain previously enjoyable fantasy
scenarios becoming normalized in real-world relationships. For example, one user
posted “I’m struggling to make sense of the feelings I’m having about who [ am as a
submissive. I deactivated my Fetlife this morning because I just feel like I need space
in a way I ‘ve not known in a long time.” The feelings of self-doubt, shame, and
even revulsion prompted a reconsideration of whether and how to engage in BDSM
practices in the future.

Others noted that they saw elements of their taboo desires (e.g., forced breeding,
misogyny role play) mirrored in conservative public policies and shared that these
connections had a negative impact on their own sense of goodness and morality as
individuals. One user shared “with this election more than ever it’s just too horrify-
ing to even fantasize about... It’s so close to a reality.” The reaction to these various
discomforts was a reconsideration of the role that BDSM played in their lives and
relationships.

Those who reconsidered their BDSM engagement made one of three general mod-
ifications to their intimate and erotic behaviors: First, some users chose (either uni-
laterally or together with their partner) to renegotiate their kink dynamic, modifying
their power exchange preferences to adapt to their responses to the election results.
For instance, one user described the following modification: “Told Sir this morning
that I may need a few days without collar time. Need to feel like I own my own body
at the moment.” Secondly, many kinksters described an intentional re-framing of
their specific fetishes, adapting them to accommodate feelings that the new socio-
political moment was bringing up for them. Representative of this approach, a user
posted:

there’s probably a way to re-flavor your existing fantasy, to yourself and oth-
ers... Your partner isn’t a dumb slut devoted to your pleasure because she’s a
woman, she’s just a dumb slut devoted to your pleasure because that’s who she
is... that would scratch a similar itch... “No, no, I absolutely respect women! 1
just don’t respect you, specifically, because of what a dumb little slut you are.
Other women are cool though, it’s really just you.’ like aww now I’m special <3.

This use of contextual reframing to transform an existing fantasy --which now felt
uncomfortably close to wider regressive social trends -- into an encounter that affirms
the desires and values of both partners without self-censorship or shame reflects the
subversive creativity commonly deployed by kinky people.
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And finally, a smaller group of kinky practitioners reported reconsidering their
BDSM identity/engagement entirely- a reaction to adverse feelings, such as guilt
or even revulsion, at the idea of engaging in previously enjoyable kinks in light of
the new reality they were experiencing. Responding to a post from a submissive-
identified individual, one user wrote: “I’m feeling the same as a dom. My wife and I
do a lot of rough, degrading, and objectifying play. I just can’t wrap my head around
wanting to be in that headspace for either of us right now.” The user’s reflection
suggests a substantial rupture in their understanding of their own Dominant kink-
identity, brought on by election-related distress, and caused them to question their
desire for reengaging in previously pleasurable activities.

Kink as Catharsis

A final theme was the BDSM practitioners’ pushback against dominant norms around
sexuality and relationships—specifically, expectations to be straight, monogamous,
and gender- conforming. Several users recognized that they could use their power
exchange dynamics to process their distress, seeking and receiving emotional com-
fort through BDSM. Typical of this approach, one user observed that “we all gotta
figure out what we need when things feel unsafe, and maybe that’s to play in it.”

Others leaned into their discomfort, using their BDSM dynamic to reframe their
negative thoughts and feelings to actively reclaim personal power. Alternately, sev-
eral described curating fantasy scenes that leaned into their real-world feelings of
distress to transmute them through pleasure- what one user called “sexual irony.”

And then, of course, there were those who chose to bring the cathartic humor and
satirical criticism of the mainstream that has been the historical domain of BDSM
into their kinky play. One user joked “Yeah Kitten you like that... Give Daddy your
schedule K-1... I’'m gonna audit your offshore deductions so fucking hard you’re
going to beg me to revert to the 2017 tax deductions for C-Corps ”- emphasizing the
role that tongue-in-cheek humor has long played in the deconstruction of normative
sexual and relational expectations for kinky people.

Discussion

The purpose of the current study was to explore the psychological impact of the 2024
U.S. presidential election on BDSM practitioners. Findings suggest that the election
and its outcome disrupted many participants’ ability to engage with BDSM safely or
meaningfully, often strained trust within kink communities, and triggered reflection
on their kink-related roles, values, and emotional needs. These responses align with
prior findings on how minority stress can be heightened by acute political events—
particularly for individuals navigating intersecting forms of stigma and exclusion.
For many in the kink community, the election was not only a national event but a
deeply personal disruption.

The findings suggest that BDSM practitioners also experienced the 2024 U.S.
presidential election as a challenge to their sexual citizenship—defined as the right to
exercise bodily autonomy, engage in consensual sexual and relational practices, and
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have those rights recognized and protected by the state (Macleod, 2020). This per-
ceived challenge likely feels particularly threatening to communities who have his-
torically been deprived of full sexual citizenship, including kinksters (Stein, 2021).
In line with recent scholarship (Edouard & Okonofua, 2024; National Women’s Law
Center, 2024), participants often interpreted the election outcome as an endorse-
ment of policies aimed at restricting gender-affirming care, curbing reproductive and
sexual healthcare access, reinforcing regressive gender roles, and normalizing non-
consensual sexual behavior. Many expressed concern that the state was aligning itself
with a worldview hostile to pluralistic sexual expression, relational diversity, and
bodily autonomy. For kink-identified individuals more broadly, such political shifts
may deepen minority stress and undermine their ability to feel safe in their bodies,
communities, and relationships during times of political threat.

This broader political shift also intensified concerns about safety and trust within
kink communities. Participants’ accounts suggest that the political climate not only
shaped how individuals experienced their own identities but also how they inter-
preted the intentions of others in BDSM spaces. As fantasies involving dominance,
control, or bodily vulnerability began to resemble real-world threats, the symbolic
distance necessary to safely play with those fantasies appeared to recede. Some prac-
titioners began to question whether partners were still engaging in consensual fantasy
or using kink to enact sincerely held beliefs about power and social hierarchy.

The data also point to a need for greater attention to intra-community dynamics
and the limits of subcultural solidarity. In a context where trust is foundational to
physical and psychological safety, perceived betrayal by others in the kink commu-
nity—particularly around political values or social commitments—undermined not
only individual relationships but participants’ sense of belonging. These dynamics
echo scholarship on marginalized communities during politically turbulent periods,
where external threats can simultaneously strengthen in- group bonds and expose
internal fractures (Price et al., 2021).

When themes that previously existed in the realm of erotic fantasy—ravishment/
consensual non-consent, pregnancy/breeding, loss of autonomy, and gendered power
play—become normalized within the mainstream world, they lose their ability to func-
tion as cathartic psychodrama. Rather than having space to flirt with danger and con-
front fears through erotic imagination, BDSM practitioners report experiencing very
real fear and feeling very much in danger as gender, sexuality, and/or relationship
minorities. The study raises broader questions about how political affiliations and
relational values circulate within ostensibly transgressive communities.

Subverting social norms begins to lose its power when kinksters begin to see ele-
ments of transgressive fantasy replicated in everyday life. One of the benefits of
BDSM is the opportunity it affords for the kinky person to set aside the burdens of
everyday life (Baumeister, 1988) by relinquishing their personal power to another,
relaxing into role play, or engaging in sensation that evokes a flow state (Ambler
etal.,2017). Engagement with BDSM can reduce anxiety, uncertainty, and “high-level
self-awareness” (Baumeister, 1988, p. 29)- many of the very symptoms experienced
by GSRD and other marginalized groups during election cycles. The heightened vigi-
lance of BDSM practitioners around vetting potential partners to ensure alignment
in both values and fantasy may inadvertently introduce the very real-world anxieties

@ Springer



S. Goerlich et al.

and uncertainties that BDSM practice traditionally helps participants escape, poten-
tially diminishing one of kink’s most valuable benefits.

Our findings indicate that the 2024 U.S. election challenged the kink community’s
existing social schemas of perceived inclusion and progress towards greater sexual
liberation. The psychological consequence for many users in our study was identity
disruption- uncertainty about their desires and erotic maps which triggered a conflict
in their understanding of their core sense of self (Greene & Britton, 2012). Sev-
eral users reported responding to these feelings by second-guessing their sexual and
erotic identities or even their own morality and worth as people.

These ego dystonic thoughts were upsetting to those experiencing them; resulting
in expressions of guilt and shame that users stated did not exist (or were not as intense)
prior to the U.S. election. These feelings were mitigated through renegotiation of
their power exchange relationships (temporarily or indefinitely) or by choosing to
step away from BDSM play entirely. Alternately, some users expressed a resistance
to these new paradigms and explored opportunities to mitigate their ego dystonia
through cathartic humor. Both responses represent strategic decisions intended to
help the individual reposition themselves and their relationships within the emerging
social contexts which might otherwise leave them feeling disempowered.

These findings also have important implications for mental health professionals,
sex therapists, and community leaders working with BDSM practitioners. Clinicians
should recognize that election-related distress among kink-identified individuals can
manifest not only as generalized anxiety or depression, but also as disruptions to core
aspects of their sexual and relational identity. Clinicians would benefit from adopting
kink-affirming therapeutic interventions, such as the Kink Clinical Practice Guide-
lines (Moser, et al., 2019), that can help BDSM practitioners navigate the intersection
of political distress and erotic identity, including strategies for navigating issues of
trust within communities and maintaining authentic sexual expression while manag-
ing election-related fears. Sex therapists should be mindful of expressed cognitive
dissonance around their client’s kink identities, relationship ruptures, and the poten-
tial for newly emerging sexual dysfunction (erectile dysfunction, libido changes, etc.)
related to feelings of guilt and shame. Additionally, community leaders and educators
within BDSM spaces may need to develop more explicit frameworks for discussing
political shifts and their relationship to ethics, particularly around issues of consent
and bodily autonomy.

Limitations

The contributions of this study should be considered within the context of its limita-
tions. While there are inherit limitations to relying on social media posts, such as
the risk of user self-censorship in public forums and the demographic constraints
that occur when we rely on participants technology access; we felt that the ben-
efits of gathering immediate reactions to unfolding political events outweighed these
concerns.

We recognize that the data were drawn from a specific moment in time—the imme-
diate aftermath of the 2024 U.S. presidential election—and reflect the perspectives
of individuals who chose to engage in public, text-based online forums. As such,
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the findings reflect a point-in-time discourse and may not capture the experiences
of BDSM practitioners who are less digitally active. While this process allowed our
team to capture reactions in the immediate days and hours following the election;
there is need for future studies involving in-person focus groups, surveys, or quali-
tative interviews with BDSM/kink practitioners to address this gap in our findings.
Reflexive thematic analysis allowed us to surface patterns in participants’ meaning-
making, future research would benefit from engaging with practitioners through
mixed methods studies, which would allow researchers to capture more information
about the specific kink identities/role of participants, or longitudinal methods to bet-
ter understand how these experiences evolve over time.

Conclusion

The 2024 U.S. presidential election served as a catalyst for psychological disruption
and re-orientation among many BDSM practitioners. For some, the election blurred
the line between fantasy and reality in ways that compromised the safety and mean-
ing of their erotic practices. For others, it exposed fractures within their communities,
raising questions about trust, political alignment, and the ethics of power exchange.
These findings highlight how political events penetrate erotic life, shaping not only
how individuals relate to the state, but also how they relate to one another and to
themselves.
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