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Our Team



Background

Over the past 15 years, sexual behavior trends 
have changed in important ways that impact 
people’s safety and wellbeing

These changes have occurred so quickly that 
many health and sexuality professionals are 
unaware of them

Also, many people are unaware that they 
might have been exposed to misinformation 
and have been harmed or risking harming 
another person.



Our team’s research is 
grounded in a desire to 

understand what kinds of 
sex people have, how they 

feel about it and what 
shapes their experiences. 

We’ve been working to 
build an evidence base to 
support people being able 

to make more informed 
choices about their sexual 

lives.



In my research on rough sex, choking, and 
related sexual practices, my goals are to:

1

Learn about 
people’s real-
life experiences 
with these 
sexual 
practices

2

Identify 
associated 
health risks

3

Examine the 
factors that 
increase 
vulnerability to 
harm, violence,  
and health risks

4

Develop 
educational 
messages to 
prevent harm

5

Educate and 
inform 
professionals



How We’ve Studied 
Choking and Rough Sex

• Survey Research
• Four U.S. nationally representative 

surveys
• Four college campus-representative 

student surveys

• Interviews with 93 adults ages 18-45
• 68+ adults who had experienced 

consensual and/or non-consensual 
choking

• 25 CNC, most of which include choking

• Content analyses of: 
• Social media memes
• Media articles about choking & CNC
• TikTok videos

• Neurological research involving cisgender 
women who have and have not been choked, 
led by Dr. Kei Kawata



What is Rough Sex?



Ideas About Rough Sex Have Changed

• What young adults think of as “rough sex” has changed
• First, no clear meaning → Misunderstandings and 

opportunities for harm
• Behaviors once thought of as aggressive now considered 

“rough sex”

Light spanking

Hair pulling
Biting

Vigorous sex

Pinning a partner down

All of that PLUS

Choking/strangulation
Slapping face/torso/genitals

Consensual non-consent (CNC)

Punching

Source: Herbenick, D., Fu, T., Svetina Valdivia, D., Patterson, C., Rosenstock Gonzalez, Y., Guerra-Reyes, L., Eastman-Mueller, H., Beckmeyer, J., & 
Rosenberg, M. (2021). What is rough sex, who does it, and who likes it? Findings from a probability survey of U.S. undergraduate students. Archives of 
Sexual Behavior, 50(3), 1183-1195. 



Kink vs. Rough Sex

• Kink and BDSM often reflect shared values, norms, principles, and community

• Kink and BDSM tend to involve a focus on processes
• Education
• Explicit communication
• Discussion of limits and boundaries
• Harm reduction
• Avoiding substance use
• Aftercare

• In contrast, rough sex focuses on sexual practices
• Spanking, slapping, choking, smothering



“Within ‘rough sex’, physical aggression, acts of 
dominance, and seemingly denigrating acts are woven 
into sexual scripts that can be enacted by people who 
may know and care little or nothing about the ethos and 
ethical frameworks emphasised within BDSM 
communities. Effectively, this means that, in contrast to 
BDSM – which has been practised within communities 
that do at least seriously engage with ethics…(albeit 
imperfectly as noted above) – ‘rough sex’ exists in an 
ethical vacuum.”

- Dr. Nicola Gavey

Gavey, N. (2024). Deconstructing ‘rough sex’in a New Zealand murder trial: 
Beyond the modern mythology of everyday kink. Social & Legal Studies, 
09646639241292689.



What is Rough Sex?
An Online Survey in NZ (n = 567, ages 18-68)

“Rough sex is subjective 
and can be placed on a 
continuum between 
violent and coercive to 
intimate and loving.” 
• - R748, woman, 28, Māori, 

bisexual

“I do not think there is a 
definitive answer of what 
‘rough sex’ is. What might 
be considered rough to 
one person, might not be 
considered rough by 
another - or, might be 
considered much worse 
than rough.”
• - R287, woman, 33, Tongan, 

heterosexual

“The lines between rough 
sex and and sexual 
assault are so blurred 
that somethings you don’t 
really unpack what has 
happened until ages 
later.”
• - R862, woman, 28, Bi Racial, 

heterosexual

Source: Gavey, N., & Brewster, O. (2025). Is “Rough Sex” a Thing? A Survey of Meaning. The Journal of 

Sex Research, 1-17.



2022 NSSHB: % of Women Reporting that a Partner Ever Did 
This to Them (with Consent)

Behavior 18-24 25-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-69

Hair pulling 38% 56% 56% 48% 28% 13%

Slapped face 11% 13% 12% 6% 3% 2%

Slapped 
genitals

10% 25% 24% 19% 12% 6%

Choked 32% 41% 30% 17% 5% 1%

Punched 2% 3% 4% 3% <1% <1%

Called 
names

12% 21% 19% 13% 10% 5%



What You Must Know About 
Sexual Choking



1. What People Mean By “Choking”

• Usually described as consensual, but may not have 
discussed it first

• Using hands, limb, or a ligature (tie, cord, belt, collar) to 
press or squeeze the neck

• May press anywhere along the neck 
• Some sides, some front, some tops/middle/bottom

• May intend to restrict blood flow or air flow,  but 1/3 are 
unsure what they’re doing

• Various intensities are reported, from light 
pressing/holding to very intense/aggressive

• External pressure to the neck that may restrict air flow 
and/or blood flow is technically strangulation 

• Internal blockage of the airway is technically choking.

• Yet, in the context of sex, people tend to call strangulation 
“choking.”

• Social media, pornography, TV shows, popular songs
Images: ”Choking Girls in Public” // YouTube





2. Sexual Choking Used to Be Rare…

2003–2004

2 LGBTQ+ Events in NYC

• 5% of LB women & 8% of GB had ever 
engaged in any form of 
“asphyxiation/breath play”

2011–2012

Online Convenience Survey (1606 
heterosexual adults, mostly college 
students)

• 13% of women and 9% of men had been 
choked (with hands) by a partnerSources: 

Grov et al. (2010). 
Tomassilli et al. (2009
Bridges, et al. (2016). 



Yet, Choking Has Become Highly 
Prevalent Among Young Adults

• Among 3000-5000 randomly sampled university students: 

• 64% women, 29% men, 63% TGNB students with any 
partnered experience had ever been choked with consent. 

• 18% women, 7% men, 11% TGNB students had been 
choked without consent. 

• ANY choking: 67% of women, 31% men, 65% TGNB
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Who Is Most 
Affected by 

Choking?

• Teens & Young adults (< age 45)

• Girls and women

• Transgender, gender nonbinary, and gender non-
conforming people

• Sexual orientation minorities
• Bi women, bi men, and gay men are more likely than 

heterosexual people and lesbians to be choked 
though rates are high across the board

• People with histories of sexual victimization



Sexual Choking/Strangulation Around the World

Italy 
(Pavanello et al., 2024

• 39% bi women, 17% 
lesbian women had 
tried choking

Australia
(Sharman et al., 2024)

• 64% women, 46% 
men, 67% of 
nonbinary college 
students had ever 
been 
choked/strangled 
during sex

Iceland
(Vihljalmadottir & 

Forberg, 2023)

• 70% of those ages 18-
24 had engaged in 
choking

• 62% of those ages 25-
34

• 11% of those ages 45-
54

United Kingdom
(IFAS, 2024)

• 35% of 16-34 year 
olds had been choked 
during sex

• 16% of those ages 35-
54



3. Sexual choking has become a regular and 
often routine part of sex.

In our 2023 campus 
survey, 22% of 

students had been 
choked 25+ times.



Choking is Common Even in First-Time Sexual 
Encounters

20% of women and 6% of men whose most 
recent sexual partner was someone they had 

just met that day (e.g., at a party, bar, or 
through an app) were choked/strangled by that 
person during their sexual encounter/hook-up



US Nationally Representative Data: 
Choking at Most Recent Consensual Sexual Event

Herbenick, D., Fu, T. C., & Patterson, C. (2023). Sexual repertoire, duration of partnered sex, sexual 

pleasure, and orgasm: Findings from a US nationally representative survey of adults. Journal of Sex 
& Marital Therapy, 49(4), 369-390.



4. Choking has become so common and normative that 
many people often don’t even discuss it first.

“I was hooking up with someone and they, like, kind of 
did it and like asked if I liked it or something. And like, 
that’s like the first time that I had like done it. And then 
after that I just kind of was into it.”

- Woman, white/Caucasian, age 19, heterosexual

Source: Herbenick, D., Guerra-Reyes, L., et al.. “It was scary, but then it was kind of 
exciting”: Young women’s experiences with choking during sex. Archives of Sexual 
Behavior, 51(2),1103-1123.



Choking 
and 
Consent

In a campus-representative survey of 
4998 college students, we found that: 

One-third (32%) said that their partner(s) 
had sometimes asked them for consent 
or if it was okay prior to choking them

21% reported that they had never been 
asked for consent/if it was okay—their 
partner had just choked them.



Reports of Sexual Assault Involving Non-Fatal Strangulationand 
Genital Injury Have Increased in the US and in Sweden



5. Choking Often Begins in Adolescence

2020

In 2020, 1 in 4 students who had ever been choked 
were first choked between ages 12 and 17; 56% by age 
18.

2023

In 2023, 36% were first choked by age 17; 62% by age 
18



Teens Are Asking About Choking.



6. Most Common 
Reasons for 
Engaging in 

Choking are 
About Novelty, 

Not Harm.

• It’s not always a choice: 
• About half report that they have sometimes or never 

been asked for consent/if it was okay prior to being 
choked.

• Most common reasons for engaging in choking:
• Seemed exciting (74%)
• Seemed kinky or adventurous (62%)
• I thought it would arouse the person (30%)
• I thought it would make it easier for me to have an 

orgasm (22%) 
• I’d seen it in porn and wanted to try it (13%) 
• A friend had told me they liked to be choked and I 

wanted to try it too (13%)

• Yet, some people do feel scared or harmed by being choked 
– especially if not discussed first or if don’t harder than 
expected or enjoyed.



7. Choking is pervasive in media that are popular 
among young people.
Friends

Partners 

Pornography

Magazines & their websites (Cosmo, Women’s Health)

Fanfiction

Mainstream TV shows

Mainstream movies

Social media – TikTok videos, memes

Stand Up

“I don't want to die... But I 
also don't want to be sure I'm 

going to live".

 – Comedian Ali Wong



TikTok



Julia Fox photo credit: Rich Fury/VF22/Getty Images



”I’m vanilla, baby. I’ll choke you but I ain’t no killer, baby.”

65 million views in 2 months
146 million views in 10 months



Social Media Memes

Herbenick, D., Guerra-Reyes, L., Patterson, C., Wilson, J., Rosenstock Gonzalez, Y. R., Voorheis, E., Whitcomb, M., Kump, R., Theis, E., Rothman E. F., Nelson, K. 
M., & Maas, M. K. (In press). #ChokeMeDaddy: A content analysis of memes related to choking/strangulation during sex. Archives of Sexual Behavior. 



8. There is 
inaccurate 

information and 
problematic 

depictions of 
choking in these 

media.

• Descriptions of choking being “safe”.

• Depictions where conversations/consent for choking are 
not shown (i.e., the person just chokes without first 
discussing).

• Lack of information about health risks or legal 
consequences if a person is injured or dies.

• Important, given that some people may be motivated by this 
information to avoid choking/strangling others 





9. Health Risks of Being 
Choked/Strangled



Well Known Risks 
of Being Strangled

• In research on partner violence, physical 
assault, and police trainings, there are a 
number of well-documented effects of 
being strangled. These include: 

• Brain injury

• Carotid artery dissection

• Cardiac arrest

• Stroke

• Hyoid bone fracture

• Death



Physical Responses 
to Being Choked 
During Sex* 
*The vast majority of these experiences 
were described as consensual



Examples of Body Responses:

Couldn’t breathe (43%)

Couldn't speak (38%)

Neck pain (19%)

Involuntary loss of urine (2%)

Euphoria or other pleasurable sensations (80%)



Immediate 
Responses:

Alterations in consciousness: 

Blurred vision (12%)

Vision loss (4%)

Dizzy or lightheaded, like I might pass out (15%)

Lost consciousness/passed out (3%)

Any of these: 19% (20% women, 33% trans* + 
nonbinary, 14% men)



Responses 
Noticed in the 
Hours or Days 
After Being 
Choked

Neck hurt (18%)

Neck bruising (15%)

Sore throat (12%)

Voice sounded different, like hoarse or raspy (11%)

Ringing in the ears (9%)

Headache (8%)

Memory loss related to the event (5%)

Neck swelling (4%)



Although rare, people do die. 



10. Emerging Research on Sexual 
Choking/Strangulation and Brain Health

• Collaborative research led by Dr. Keisuke Kawata at the IU 
School of Public Health

• Pilot study with 41 women (20 choked recently/frequently, 
21 never choked)

• Using blood biomarkers & fMRI, differences were observed 
between these two groups in terms of:

• Patterns of connectivity
• Verbal and visual working memory tasks during fMRI
• Cortical thickness across multiple regions of the brain
• Elevation of S100B

Copyright 2024: Debby Herbenick, PhD * Do not copy or reproduce without permission



Sage

Acute Sexual Strangulation Effects
Research Team:

Claire Harper Bella

Explore the acute neurological effects of sexual 

strangulation through mental health assessments, 

advanced neuroimaging, and blood biomarkers 

Aim:



Clinical outcomes
Near Point of Convergence (NPC) Significant NPC increase in both 

choking and non-choking exposure, 

but the magnitude was slightly 

amplified after post-choking. 

Does sexual choking/strangulation 

impair ocular-motor function?

NPC results:

Depression and stress scores were 

improved after both sexual events, but 

less pronounced after post-choking. 

Beneficial effects of sex maybe 

blunted by strangulation?

Mental health results:



Acute Blood Biomarkers

• Neurofilament light (NfL) significantly increased after 
choking-involved sex but remained unchanged after non-
choking

• Among inflammatory markers, CCL-2 and VEGF-A 
demonstrated a similar 

• No significant differences in other parameters

• These findings show transient axonal stress and hypoxia-
related inflammatory signaling from being 
choked/strangled during sex. 

• These findings indicate that sexual choking/strangulation, 
even in consensual contexts, may have subtle, yet 
detectable cellular burden.

• Future studies with larger samples are needed to clarify 
short- and long- term implications.



So…. Choking is prevalent, risky, but 
also mainstream and almost vanilla. 
Now what?



Education
• Many adults are (understandably) uncomfortable talking about choking 

and rough sex

• Yet, these are a part of young people’s social and media landscapes, that 
we need to step into these conversations and share accurate information

• Among 973 randomly sampled college students:
• They were 15.3 years old, on average, when they  learned about 

choking
• They felt that information about choking and its risks should first be 

given to young people in middle school (22%), high school (61%), or 
college (6%)



Where College Students Want to Learn About 
Choking & Health

• Videos included in sexual assault prevention programs (78%)
• Campus-wide health education media campaign (78%)
• Sex education workshops in residence halls (72%)
• One-on-one conversations with healthcare providers (82%)
• College-level health courses (82%) and sexuality courses (87%)
• Videos on the Student Health Center website (70%)
• First aid courses (71%)

They value expertise

~60% selected social media and peer-led programs 



Who did they trust to share such information?

College 
healthcare 
providers

College faculty 
teaching 

sexuality courses

College 
counselors 

College faculty 
teaching health-
related courses

Peer sexual 
health educators



Examples of Educational Test Messages

1) CONSENT: “In a 2020 survey, 21% of college students who had been choked during sex said that they had 

never been asked for consent to be choked. Just because a person has consented to hook up or have sex 

does not mean that they have consented to be choked. Choking a person without clear consent may be 

considered sexual misconduct.”

2) LEGAL CONSEQUENCES: “Nearly half of college students have been choked during sexual activities. 

However, even when choking during sex is consensual, if a person is accidentally hurt or killed from being 

choked, the person who choked them may be held legally and criminally responsible for their injury or death.”

3) HEALTH: “Choking during sex decreases blood flow, and thus oxygen, to the brain. Recent research shows 

that people who have been choked during sex are at greater risk of depression and anxiety. Safer ways to play 

include role-playing, spanking, and sex toy use.”



Educational Test Messages

• We created educational  messages about choking in relation to health, consent, and 
legal consequences

• We randomized students to receive:
• All messages (health + consent + legal consequences)
• Consent + health
• No messages

• Our messages were all well received
• Rated as feasible, acceptable, new information to them

• Preliminary evidence of efficacy, with those who saw the messages being less likely 
to report that they would choke/be choked in the next 6 months

• The legal consequence messages were especially influential for men



Implications: 
Campus & 

Community 
Sexuality Education

• College students want to learn about choking, 
health, and consent

• Also: they trust college health professionals

• Support people in learning about diverse 
sexual practices, but make sure that the 
presenters are reputable and providing 
medically accurate information

• Avoid speakers/workshops claiming to 
teach “safe” choking

• Pay attention to language – most young 
people tell us that they do not connect with 
words like “strangulation” or “strangle” 

• Most use the word “choke”  but connect 
with your community to learn more



Clinical Care

• Anticipatory guidance, including to pregnant 
patients

• “You might have heard about choking during 
sex, which has become more common 
among young people. There’s a great deal of 
misinformation about choking and I want to 
make sure you have accurate information.”

• Intake forms
• In addition to assessing assault, intake forms 

for mental health care might ask: 
• “Has anyone ever done something “rough” to 

you during sex (e.g., choked, slapped, 
smothered, etc.) that you either did not 
consent to or that you consented to but was 
rougher than you expected?”

• In a recent study, we found that a similar 
question was able to successfully identify 
people who were not picked up by standard 
measures of sexual coercion or assault that 
focus on oral, vaginal, and anal sex

Be curious about bruises or “rashes” on the neck 
or bruises on the genitals



Example: IU Student Health Center Website



Resources



1. Yes Your Kid: What Parents 
Need to Know About Today’s 
Teens and Sex

• Includes an entire chapter on rough sex and 
choking

• Scripts to talk with teens, college students, 
and other young adults about choking and 
rough sex

• Scripts people can use if they don’t want to 
choke their partner(s)

• Scripts for if they don’t want to be choked



2. Fact Sheets from In the Know

• New Zealand-based youth 
organization

• Free online fact sheets about 
rough sex and choking

• InTheKnow.co.nz



3. Professionals and 
Community Members
• https://www.itleftnomarks.com.au/

• Mostly resources related to violence but 
some now added related to sexual choking as 
well

https://www.itleftnomarks.com.au/
https://www.itleftnomarks.com.au/




Thank you and Resources

• Book: Yes Your Kid: What Parents 
Need to Know About Today’s Teens 
and Sex

• In the Know Fact Sheets (NZ)
• InTheKnow.co.nz 

• It Left No Marks campaign 
ItLeftNoMarks.com.au

Contact: Debby Herbenick
Email: debby@iu.edu

mailto:debby@iu.edu
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