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Current research suggests that for many individuals there is no 
difference in sexual distress when engaged in traditional versus non-
traditional sexual activities (Pascoal, Cardoso, & Henriques, 2015). 
This was also true for psychological distress. A large-scale Australian 
study involving over 19,000 individuals reported that those who 
engage in sexual dominance and submission actually showed lower 
scores on measures of psychological distress (Richters, De Visser, 
Rissel, Grulich, & Smith, 2008). The popularity of novels and mov-
ies such as Fifty Shades of Gray, with its theme of sexual dominance 
and submission, shows that paraphilias are increasingly accepted 
in Western popular culture as within a broad range of sexual 
expression.

In the same way that short-term experiences of anxiety or 
depression do not qualify as a mental disorder, nontraditional sexual 
practices in themselves do not qualify as a disorder. The term “para-
philias” was coined by Wilhelm Stekel, a Viennese physician and 
psychologist, in his 1925 work Sexual Aberrations (Stekel, 1996). The 

term was used in DSM–III to describe nontraditional sexual arousal in response to objects, situa-
tions, or nonconsenting individuals (Beech, Miner, & Thornton, 2016; Krueger & Kaplan, 2015). 
When sexual desires or behaviors become problematic, they can be classified under the head-
ing of paraphilic disorders. This is analogous to the situation with eating disorders or addictions 
where individuals no longer have control or can make decisions in terms of their cognitions and 
behaviors.

For a sexual desire or sexual behavior to qualify as a disorder, it must cause distress to the 
person or interfere with important areas of the person’s life. The acts associated with the disor-
der may also be illegal when they involve other nonconsenting individuals. Illegal activity such 
as pedophilia, exhibitionism, and voyeurism has received the most attention in the clinical litera-
ture. Since those who have been convicted of an illegal sexual act are easier to track and study sci-
entifically, much of the current research has focused on these individuals. At present, a scientific 
understanding of the development of paraphilic disorders and their treatment in both legal and 
illegal forms is very incomplete.

In general, the paraphilic disorders included in DSM–5 are long-term in nature, cause 
distress to the person involved, and may cause distress or harm to others. Overall, there is a 
large gender difference with significantly more men than women displaying paraphilic dis-
orders. Their presence is not limited to any ethnic or socioeconomic group. These disorders 
can include behaviors such as exposing oneself to others, being sexually aroused by inani-
mate objects, being aroused by touching or rubbing against others, becoming aroused by 
children, gaining sexual arousal by seeking humiliation or suffering perpetrated by others, 
gaining sexual arousal by making another person suffer, gaining sexual arousal from cross-
dressing, and gaining sexual arousal by watching unknowing individuals disrobe or engage 
in sexual activities. DSM–5 describes these types of behaviors in terms of the eight para-
philic disorders covered next, as well as unspecified paraphilic disorders. Table 11.4 lists the 
paraphilic disorders described in DSM–5.

Exhibitionistic Disorder
An exhibitionistic disorder is the case in which a person becomes sexually aroused by 
exposing his genitals to an unsuspecting stranger (Morin & Levenson, 2008). Although 
DSM–5 describes the disorder as gender neutral, it is infrequently displayed by women. Often 
called a flasher, a male exhibitionist will find a place where women are expected to be, such 
as a park. A common scenario is that upon seeing a woman, he will move in front of her and 
open his coat so that his genitals are exposed. He may use this experience later as part of his 
sexual fantasies.

TABLE 11.4 Paraphilic Disorders in DSM–5

Exhibitionistic Disorder

Fetishistic Disorder

Frotteuristic Disorder

Pedophilic Disorder

Sexual Masochism Disorder

Sexual Sadism Disorder

Transvestic Disorder

Voyeuristic Disorder

Otherwise Specified Paraphilic Disorder

Unspecified Paraphilic Disorder

exhibitionistic disorder:  
a paraphilic disorder in which a 
person becomes sexually aroused 
by exposing his genitals to an 
unsuspecting stranger




