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Abstract

Current research has suggested that sex, sexual practices and sexual identities are
increasingly being folded into people’s leisure and recreational activities. One area
that has witnessed growing popularity has been sex clubs that market themselves
as places that enable heterosexual casual, anonymous sexual encounters. Tradition-
ally called swingers’ clubs, these are not strip clubs, lap dancing clubs or brothels,
we have very little information about sex clubs or the people who visit them. In
response, this article defines what sex clubs are, their geographical locations, and
their facilities. Alongside this, through the data scraping of 6837 profiles of people
who have visited clubs and left online reviews of the clubs that they have visited,
this research provides the most extensive dataset available on the gender, age, re-
lationship status and sexual preferences of sex club patrons. The findings from the
study suggest that sex clubs are an emerging space for leisure sex that prioritises
erotic practices that stand outside heteronormative norms and values. Whilst clubs
have been traditionally associated with swinger communities, the findings in this
article also suggest that sex clubs appeal to people with diverse sexual preferences.
Alongside this, it highlights the potential ways in which sex clubs may be part of
a broader spatialization of leisure sex. The article concludes by suggesting that in a
post-Covid context, sex clubs will have increasing importance as places of leisure
sex.
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1 Introduction

Across the UK, there are over forty-one sex clubs that provide opportunities for men
and women to experience a range of sexual pleasures. These are not strip clubs, lap
dancing clubs, gay/lesbian bars or sex entertainment venues; rather, they are often
simplistically referred to in the popular media as ‘Swingers’ Clubs’ or ‘Swap Clubs’,
providing a collective sex environment for ‘male-female couples having sex with
other individuals and/or couples as part of their relationship’ (Byrne and Watts, 2011,
p.81). Furthermore, these are not clubs where sex workers are knowingly employed
or working; they are venues that men and women spend their leisure time visiting
and often engaging in frequently anonymous sexual encounters. Estimates reported
in the media suggest that sex clubs across the UK have one million visitors each year
(Channel 4, 2020). Despite the proliferation of sex clubs in the UK, their increasing
contribution to the economy and their role in an emergent culture of recreational
sex and the mainstreaming of leisure and sex more generally (Attwood, 2014; Paa-
sonen, 2016), we know very little about them. Whilst media accounts tend to focus
on attention-grabbing headlines, academics, in contrast, have tended to be preoccu-
pied with consensual non-monogamy (CNM) and how sex clubs provide a context
for how those relationships are lived out. Not only do both accounts underplay the
diversity of recreational sex practices in sex clubs; they tell us very little about the
clubs themselves, where they are located, who visits them and what kinds of sex take
place in sex clubs.

It is argued that sex clubs have emerged as part of a broader trend where “spaces
and places for the purchase of sexual services and the commodities which facilitate
sex as forms of leisure are increasing (Attwood, 2005; Smith, 2007)” (Attwood &
Smith, 2013, 326). Furthermore, the imbrication of sex and leisure is providing a
range of ways for the innovation and exploration of a range of lifestyles and indi-
vidual identities (Berdychevsky and Carr, 2022; McCormack et al. 2021). This article
contributes to this theoretical approach by understanding how sex clubs are com-
mercializing new avenues for recreational sex, how they are providing spaces where
sexual identities and cultures are played out and practiced and how clubs can be
understood as part of a wider geography of leisure sex. These questions are part of a
broader concern with sex clubs marketed at heterosexuals and an exploration of how
sex clubs are both at the margins of the everyday order and yet be fundamentally
a part of it. With a popular media that is episodically preoccupied with concerns
about sex club legality, undercover exposes, and ribald headlines such as ‘Outrage
over swinger club in tiny village’, ‘Sex club secrets revealed — five kinky things that
REALLY go on behind closed doors’ or ‘Willy Bonkas, Swingers club runs choc-
themed orgy’, the research aims to understand how these clubs are spaces that both
disrupt and reinforce contemporary sexual norms and values.

One of the initial challenges of this project was to define what is meant by ‘sex
club’. Academic research has tended to define sex clubs based on the sexual identi-
ties of those that visit them, such as swingers clubs (Gould, 2000), BDSM (Bondage,
Domination and Sado-Masochism) and fetish clubs (Plante, 2006); Gay and Lesbian
clubs (Escoffier and Meunier, 2019; Kitaka 1999). In contrast, Frank (2019) advo-
cates for the use of ‘collective sex environments’ to identify commonalities between
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places and avoid a reductionism based on sexual identity or sexual practice (see also
Garcia et al., 2015). However, in the popular media the term ‘sex club’ has been used
to refer to a range of collective sex environments both in the UK and internationally
that include strip bars, exotic dancing, privately organized sex parties, private orgies
in hotel rooms, hired premises for events and meets, weekends away and holiday
escapes, swinger conventions or festivals and caravan meets, franchised parties and
events that tour the country, and saunas and spas that have rooms for sexual encoun-
ters. As a consequence, this creates difficulty when trying to disaggregate contexts
and practices. In response, this article proposes a working definition of sex clubs that
enables a more precise understanding of specific how leisure sex processes. This defi-
nition is based upon: clubs that describe their primary business as providing oppor-
tunities for on-premises heterosexual recreational sex; they are clubs whose premises
are permanently situated in one location; they are clubs that are accessible to the
general public and that clubs are explicitly run as a commercial venture. This criteria
was thus operationalized as a key mechanism to identify and locate sex clubs and also
as a means of understanding who visits them.

One of the reasons that we know very little about UK sex clubs is the inherent
challenges that underpin researching such places. Many clubs market themselves
on discretion and anonymity, a strategy that is mainly driven by an awareness of
the social intolerance that surrounds non-normative sexual practices. More specifi-
cally, as O’Rourke (2005, p.11) has argued, ‘The lines of demarcation are so strict
that anything which crosses over the monogamous, familial line is deemed to be
deviant, pathological, illicit, culturally unintelligible’. Housed in factory units, reno-
vated pubs or reclaimed retail premises, clubs are barely recognizable. By day, sex
clubs might be mistaken for low-quality hotels, recently closed pubs or factory lock-
ups; their anonymity crucially deployed as a form of cultural camouflage (Maines,
2001). However, by night, clubs become transformed into what Delph (1979) refers
to as ‘erotic oases’: places for ‘edgy sex’ or ‘sexual behaviours and activities that
might be considered to be at the borders or the edges of the permissible, desirable or
conceivable’ (Pheonix and Oerton, 2013, p.163). Such sex might include but is not
limited to anonymous sex, group sex, partner swapping, bukkake, same-sex prac-
tices, cuckolding, threesomes, ‘bareback sex’, gang bangs, BDSM, inter-racial and
inter-generational sex. Sex often takes place in a range of ‘playrooms’, including
but not limited to cinema rooms, dark rooms, couples-only rooms, saunas, private
rooms, dungeons, glory hole rooms, grope rooms, orgy rooms, school rooms or mir-
ror rooms. Some clubs have cars (and even a truck cab) to cater for the dogging expe-
rience. In one club, there is a tent with a light that projects the shadows of its users
onto the wall next to it. These rooms often mimic classic pornscapes with highly
theatrical, faux-grandiose interior designs swathed in reds, blacks and purples, with
wipe-clean furnishings.

Whilst much work has been carried out documenting the histories of Gay and Les-
bian clubs (especially in the US) (see Meunier & Escoffier 2021; Sides, 2006). there
is very little literature on sex clubs that are marketed to heterosexuals. This article
focuses on clubs marketed to heterosexuals because such (in)visibility of these sex
clubs connects with cultural narratives of heterosexuality that position it as natu-
ral and ‘asexual’ (Phillips, 2006, 167; Richardson 1996). By focusing on clubs that
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are marketed to heterosexuals, the aim is to expose them to critical scrutiny, make
them visible and understand the dynamics of these clubs as an emerging part of a
leisure sex economy. Part of their (in)visibility means that it is unclear when and
where sex clubs, as legal, commercial enterprises specifically designed to facilitate
on-premises consensual sexual encounters for men and women, began to emerge.
Roberts (2003) argues that sex clubs in the UK had their origins within informal
swinger networks whose members were no longer satisfied with running meetings
within their own homes and had gained experience from the existence of clubs dedi-
cated to swingers in Europe. Roberts (2003) suggests that swinger clubs emerged as
semi-professional enterprises that formalized leisure practices into a more organized
practice. From the 1990s onwards, sex clubs in the form of warehouses and factory
units began to spring up; these were much larger than the house parties and local
bars where swinging parties were usually held. This shift in sex club provision can
be understood as one from voluntarism within a subculture into an entrepreneurial
commercial practice (Roberts, 2003). To put this into context, in 2003, there were
no more than five on-premises sex clubs. In 2022, there are at least forty-one clubs
operating across the UK. Although the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic signalled
the closing of a number of clubs, it appears that post-Covid, a number of new clubs
have emerged alongside the relaunching of more established clubs. This growth in
the number of recreational sex clubs should be understood as part of a broader array
of recently emerging sexual leisure opportunities. The increasing availability of sex
clubs appears to support Attwood and Smith’s (2013, pp.334-335) suggestion that a
new “...‘recreational sexuality’ underpinned by ‘self-pleasure and fun’, is becoming
part of an ‘ethical retooling’ of consumer capitalism”.

The development of clubs in the UK has also been shaped by their ambiguous
relationship to the law. Historically, clubs were subject to a range of acts, including
the Disorderly Houses Act of 1751, which made it illegal to keep a ‘bawdy house’
where inappropriate sexual activity would take place, for example, brothels, adultery
and fornication. At present, definitions of what counts as a sex entertainment is dif-
ferentially applied by local authorities with some clubs are licenced to be sex enter-
tainment venues, whilst others are not (Charalambides and Holland 2021). While
there are some clubs that do provide forms of entertainment — for example, lessons
in BDSM or burlesque entertainment — most clubs in the UK are registered as private
members’ clubs. Alongside their ambiguous legal status, sex club applications for
planning permission also provides little definitional clarity. In the UK, sex clubs tend
to operate through seven diverse planning use categories as defined by the General
Permitted Development Order (1995/2015), more commonly known as the Town
and Country Planning Act. Some clubs operate under the same permissions as cafés,
offices and hotels. Others operate under the same permissions as creches, law courts
and places of worship. Yet others operate outside these categories and are based on
residential usage. Furthermore, there are a large number of clubs for which plan-
ning applications are publicly unavailable. The implication here is that permission
was granted prior to 1994 or even that some clubs have no planning permissions; a
number of clubs have had their planning applications refused but continue to operate
regardless of their planning status.
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1.1 Sex clubs and current research

Another reason for our lack of knowledge and understanding of sex clubs is the
epistemological approaches of current research. For example, sex club premises have
been used as a recruitment device to research men and women engaging in consen-
sual non-monogamy (CNM). The overriding message of this research is that clubs
operate as a backdrop to understanding such relationships. As a result, clubs have
been instrumental to researchers exploring CNM and levels of self-esteem (Ruzansky
& Harrison, 2019; Pugliese, 2019); CNM and identity narratives (Byrne and Haines,
2019); CNM and quality of parenting (Avanthay Strus, 2019); the demography, atti-
tudes and practices of those involved in CNM (Wilt et al., 2018); and CNM and
partner satisfaction (Kimberly, 2019). At times, sex clubs have been discussed as a
feature of swinger lifestyles and how club attendance becomes a particular charac-
teristic of swinger identities (Dukers-Muijrers et al., 2017; Heil et al., 2018). Thus,
although sex clubs are mentioned in such studies, they operate primarily as the con-
text for pursuing research questions that prioritize CNM.

Sex clubs have also featured in research examining sexual health risks. Work has
been undertaken on sex clubs and their role in the transmission of STIs and HIV
(Plateau et al., 2017; van Liere et al., 2013; Spauwen et al., 2018). However, sex
clubs and sexual health risks have also primarily been explored in the context of
couples engaging in CNM. One of the most comprehensive discussions in this area is
provided by O’Byrne & Watts (2011) and their research in sex clubs on swingers and
STIs. Along with making two observational visits to clubs and distributing a survey,
they were able to collect in-depth demographic data on 72 individuals (38 men and
34 women). Alongside this, Nickamp et al. 2010) provide a more detailed analysis of
how sex clubs contribute to the transmission of sexual infections. Rather than simply
adopting a one-mode network approach that positions the individual at the centre of
risk, a two-mode approach focuses also on the role of the venue in determining risk.
As a result, Nickamp’s work provides an important shift from understanding sexual
risks in CNM as an individual factor towards understanding risk in relation to the
place of sex, frequency of attendance at the clubs, the kinds of sex practised in clubs
and the role of drug use whilst in the venue (see also Spauwen, 2015; Evers et al.,
2020).

The final area of research has focused on how sex clubs are an important dynamic
in the shaping of CNM. The emphasis here is on how club dynamics impact upon
how a consensual non-monogamous lifestyle is practised. Frank’s (2013) ground-
breaking work on group sex provides one of the most in-depth explorations of swing-
ers and the role of sex clubs in their relationships. She captures the range of rooms
and the diversity of sex that takes place in different clubs and also how swingers in
those spaces negotiate sexual encounters. She emphasizes how different locations
can shape the nature of the sexual interactions that take place between lifestyles and
the codes and etiquettes that are developed for couples to negotiate challenging sce-
narios. A similar focus is taken up by Bentzen & Traeen (2014), who explore the
sexual scripts of swingers within sex club settings. In their research, they specifi-
cally identify sex clubs as swingers’ clubs and explore how interpersonal relation-
ships are managed and negotiated in club contexts. In their interviews with swingers

@ Springer



302 C. Haywood

recruited from online sites, they explore how club dynamics such as rules, time spent
at the club and others attending can have an impact on how swinger relationships are
affected by club dynamics (See also Kimberly and Hands, 2017; Harviainen & Frank
2016). Bentzen and Traeen provide valuable accounts of the unspoken rules surround-
ing engaging or joining couples for sex. However, one of the limitations of this work
is that sex clubs are often viewed as a context that is primarily dedicated to CNM and
how their identities are lived out. In short, although details about clubs are provided,
there is a tendency to treat them as spaces for CNM, with an implicit assumption that
these are the only sexual communities that are visiting sex clubs.

2 Methodology

Research on leisure sex appears to be making visible practices that have been rela-
tively under-explored such as sex parties (Fulcher et al. 2018), chemsex (Hickson,
2018), geo-social networking apps (Cousineau et al. 2020) and men’s sex saunas
(Jones, 2021). In a similar way, this article makes visible the sex clubs as leisure sex
by providing systematically collected empirical data on 41 UK sex clubs, information
gathered from over 6837 individual profiles of those who have visited sex clubs and
left reviews of the club that they have visited. Although not discussed in this article,
the data collected was complemented by ethnographic research conducted when vis-
iting eighteen sex clubs in England. The aim of this methodological approach was
simply to identify clubs, map their geographical locations and provide demographic
data on those who visit them. The data collection for this article involved two phases.

The first phase involved collecting data from sex clubs across the UK. The defi-
nitional criteria outlined earlier in the article was operationalized and information
was obtained from club’s online presence, which included their websites, records
from Companies House and planning records. As a result of the application of the
definitional criteria identified earlier in the article, between 2018 and 2019, there
were forty-one sex clubs operating across the UK. The second stage of the research
involved collecting a sample of profiles of people who had left reviews of sex clubs
on a popular online sex-seeking site during 2018-2019. The research focused on
clubs whose data was open-source (via Google). Even though participants had made
this data public such data should always be reflexivity considered in order to protect
participants (Nyck, 2022; Ravn et al., 2020). Because consent is not being clarified
it is crucial that the data is presented in a responsible and ethically caring manner
where de-identification and anonymization are employed robustly (Reed-Bernedt et
al. 2022). Given the stigma that surrounds non-normative sexual practices, people
who visit clubs and leave reviews generally seek anonymity. As a result, the research
in this article has avoided using potential identifiers such as images, usernames, spe-
cific geographical locations and the clubs themselves. There are also ethical obliga-
tions to avoid negative effects towards the broader community who visit sex clubs.
As a result, following a similar approach by Kingston & Smith (2020), the website
and its address are not named. Therefore, there is no identifiable information that can
link data to personal information.
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A sample of 6837 publicly available individual profiles, including single women,
single men, women in a coupled relationship, and men in a coupled relationship was
initially collected. There were also a number of transvestites (TVs) and transsexuals
(TSs) (terminology used by the site) who visited clubs and left reviews. The data
collection process for the profile data involved using a team of associate research-
ers to manually scrape data. This mimicry approach to data scraping, where data is
collected based on a predefined set of codes (Diouf et al., 2019), involved inputting
data into an Excel spreadsheet. As a result, there was little scope for interpretive vari-
ance. The corpus was then cleaned to exclude multiple profiles and incomplete or
unusable data (such as geographical location being described as ‘your bed’, or ‘town
of pleasure’). As the data presented in this article was primarily pre-defined nominal
data, reliability checks mainly consisted of systematically checking each entry across
fifteen categories to ensure the consistency of cleaning. For example, where differ-
ent clubs were reviewed by the same profile, duplicate profiles were removed. There
were also 183 profiles that explicitly requested to be excluded from any research.
From the profiles, data was collected on the club reviewers’ characteristics, includ-
ing gender, sexual orientation, age group, ethnicity, geographic location and distance
travelled to the club. Additionally, the data was sieved based on the definition of a sex
club used in this article. Further information was collected on sexuality and sexual
preferences; for couples, their sexual preferences relate to their combined interest as
a couple rather than being disaggregated into the interests of the individuals. Further-
more, since the COVID-19 pandemic, reviews of clubs have been removed from the
public and private spaces of the website. Ethical clearance for the research to take
place was given by Newcastle University.

3 Results
Profile of Sex Clubs in the UK.

The research findings (Table 1) suggest that the North West of England has the
largest accumulation of clubs, clustered around cities such as Manchester, Bolton and

Table 1 Number of sex clubs East Midlands 3

per UK region East of England 3
London 3
North East 2
North West 11
Northern Ireland 0
Scotland 2
South East 3
South West 5
Wales 1
West Midlands 4
Yorkshire & Humber 4
Grand Total 41
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Blackpool and towns such as Rochdale and Bury. In the South East and South West
of England, clubs are far more disparate and spread out over wider areas. At the same
time, the cost to enter clubs does not vary by region: the pricing structure is the same
for all clubs with, on average, single men paying £30, couples £25 and single women
and TV/TS paying £15.

Within the clubs themselves, where the data is available, there was a diversity of
spaces available to engage in sexual practices (Table 2). Most spaces within clubs
were playrooms. The number and themes of those playrooms varied from club to
club. One club in the Midlands had at least nine different playrooms, consisting of
themes such as a schoolroom, a hospital room and an Amsterdam room. Some of
these clubs identified such playrooms as fetish rooms; in Table 2, these have been
combined.

The range of spaces available for recreational sex is also demonstrated by the
promotion of specific spaces such as the dungeon (primarily containing BDSM para-
phernalia), and the dark room. The dark room normally involves a room that is often
in darkness, leading to an increased sensation of anonymity. Out of the eighteen clubs
visited, all had glory holes, although no club advertised this. In contrast, only two

Table 2 Sex clubs’ facilities

Li- Female Dark Dungeon Sauna Playroom Out- Swim- Hot

cenced Glory  Room side ming  Tub

Bar Hole Area Pool
East Midlands 2 0 2 3 1 3 0 2
East of England 1 0 2 2 0 3 0 0 2
London 0 0 2 2 1 3 2 1 2
North East 1 0 2 2 2 2 0 0 2
North West 4 1 6 9 5 10 2 2 6
Scotland 0 0 1 2 0 2 0 0 6
South East 1 0 0 1 1 3 2 2 3
South West 0 0 2 3 1 5 1 1 3
Wales 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 1
West Midlands 1 1 3 3 1 4 1 0 2
Yorkshire & 1 0 4 3 4 4 0 1 4
Humber
Grand Total 11 2 25 31 17 40 8 7 33

Table 3 Sex, Relationship Status and Age of club visitors

Age Range 18-24 25-29 30-39 4049 50-59 60—69 70+
Male Single 13 74 445 503 353 74 4
Male MF Couple 6 66 566 989 777 135 1
Male MM Couple 0 0 3 1 0 1 0
TV/TS Single 0 1 12 32 29 1
TV/TS MF Couple 0 0 0 2 0 0 0
Female Single 7 31 139 232 112 17 2
Female MF Couple 26 152 733 990 582 52 1
Female FF Couple 0 0 9 14 0 0 0
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clubs in England had female glory holes. A female glory hole is usually a wall with an
arched opening where the bottom half a female body becomes exposed. The top half
of the body is out of sight and the space provides another form of anonymous sex.
Whilst this data on spaces within the clubs provides a general overview, it should be
added that some clubs would have a dungeon room even though they did not adver-
tise it; other clubs would advertise a dark room, and this would be a small room with
a three-quarter bed and an ultraviolet light. However, the data does provide an insight
in the various spaces for recreational sex within the club.

4 Club patrons: demographic data

Two key issues emerge from the data in Table 3. In total, there are 4,366 reviews,
left by 4,942 people in couples attending sex clubs and 1,895 people registered as
single. The first finding in this data is that whilst couples are the majority grouping
attending clubs often supported by dedicated couples’ nights, clubs are not simply
couple-only spaces. Since 45% of all reviewer profiles are single, this has implica-
tions about those who are using clubs and the role of clubs in facilitating a range of
heteroerotics that are not limited to a relatioanlly focussed CNM. Furthermore, the
data indicates that single females make up 12% of those leaving reviews. In contrast,
single men make up 31%. Those visiting sex clubs often refer to unattached females
as ‘Unicorns’ to convey their rarity. It should be added that this is a partial picture.
The experience of being in clubs, on nights that are not designated couple nights,
suggests that the proportion of single men to couples and single females can often be
more than two to one. A second finding from this data is that recreational sex within
sex clubs is predominantly something for an older generation: the average age of
women leaving reviews and attending clubs is 43 and the average age of men is 45.
This has important implications, given how the popular media generally associates
recreational sex with younger people.

The data on ethnicity presented in Table 4 is also distorted by the categories avail-
able on the website for club patrons to choose from. Providing an ethnic identifier on
a profile is not required. As a result, the available categories are homogenizing in that
self-selection does not reflect the diversity of the various ethnic categories.

Tablg{l Club visitors by Ethnicity Number %

cthnicity White 5142 71.5%
Black 136 1.9%
South Asian 36 0.5%
East Asian 8 0.1%
Mixed Race 32 0.5%
Latino 4 0.1%
Middle East 8 0.1%
Unknown 1825 25.4%
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As a result, one-quarter of the reviewers did not provide information on their
ethnicity. Again, it is important to be careful when reading this data. Clubs often
promote racialized themed nights such as ‘Black Man’ Fan Club Nights’. On these
nights, most attendees are black men, followed by white and black women. White
men are the minority on such evenings. However, the majority of people visiting
clubs and leaving reviews are white. Whilst Black men and women predominate over
other ethnic minorities, there continues to be little understanding of the diversity of
the ethnic heritage of participants who attend clubs.

4.1 Sexual identities and sexual practices

Another aspect of the website where the affordance of the site shapes how people
identify is around sexuality (Table 5). The sexualities listed on the profiles include
straight, bi-curious, bisexual and gay. The most obvious absence is lesbian. This is
not to suggest that lesbians do not visit sex clubs; club profiles suggest that two of the
forty-one clubs hold events specifically for lesbians.

It is the online affordances that create the absence of lesbians in clubs, rather than
their non-attendance. Furthermore, the data indicates a striking difference between
the men and women who visit clubs and leave reviews. Around 76% of women iden-
tify as bisexual or bicurious, compared with 20% of men. It is suggested that the term
bi-curious is used for those who are attracted to and have experienced or are consider-
ing having experiences with more than one gender (George, 2001; Ebin & Wagenen,
2006). There is a mixed picture of the prevalence of same-sex activity between men
in heterosexual group sex and threesomes (Frank, 2008; Scoats, 2020). In this data
presented here, it appears that men do not publicly identify with the identities associ-
ated with same-sex activities. However, it must be remembered that the online site
where the data was collected is a dedicated site for heterosexual encounters; there-
fore, disclosure by men who desire an encounter that is not heteroerotic may affect
their appeal to heterosexual couples and single women.

Table 5 Club visitors by sexuality

Single Single MF Couple vV MM Couple FF
Males Females Male Female Couple
Total 1466 540 2540 2536 81 5 23
Sample Size
(individuals)
Sexuality % % % % % % %
Straight 78% 28% 81% 19% 2% 0% 26%
Bi-Curious 12% 21% 11% 34% 11% 0% 9%
Gay 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 50% 4%
Bisexual 10% 51% 8% 47% 87% 50% 61%
Unknown 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
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Table 6 Preferred gexual prac- Overall Male Female Couples

ggecsll‘;ésth"se leaving reviews g1 Parties 91%  92% 85%  91%
Anal 43% 60%  30% 35%
Blindfolds 60% 58%  65% 60%
Cross Dressing 8% 9% 10% 5%
Cuckolding 35% 57%  21% 25%
Cybersex 13% 23% 5% 9%
Dogging 38% 63% 18% 28%
DP 48% 62%  35% 42%
Fisting 23% 37%  22% 15%
Gangbangs 51% 70%  38% 42%
Group Sex 81% 86%  68% 81%
Phone Sex 14% 28% 4% 8%
Safe Sex 90% 90%  90% 90%
Same Room Swapping 79% 76%  12% 83%
Separate Room Swapping  45% 65%  61% 30%
SM 23% 25%  28% 20%
Spanking 52% 54%  59% 49%
Swingers’ Clubs 93% 92%  91% 95%
Threesomes 91% 94%  85% 90%
Toys 76% 68%  77% 79%
Watersports 15% 26% 13% 9%
Webcams 22% 33% 7% 19%

4.2 Preferred sexual practices

It is not possible to disaggregate sexual interests at the individual level for those
who are registered as couples. Although demographic data is available for individu-
als, data on sexual interests is collected on a couple-only basis. Table 6 provides an
insight into the patterns of preferred sexual practices among those who attend clubs
and leave online reviews. Swinging as an interest is not listed. However, same room
swap and separate room swap, threesomes and group sex are the most popular activi-
ties that might point to swinging practices. Safe sex also has a high level of prefer-
ence. The top five activities are all shared by men, women and couples, albeit in a
different order. One of the biggest differences is between single men and MF couples;
there is a 35% difference between men preferring dogging and separate room sex
than MF couples. Between women and MF couples, the latter are much less keen on
separate room swapping compared to single females. The biggest difference between
men and women is dogging, with over 45% difference. In terms of TV/TS, the pre-
ferred practice of cross-dressing is around 80% with single men, single women and
MF couples.

Another interesting difference to emerge is that only 30% of couples indicate that
separate room sex (where one partner leaves the other partner to have sex in a private
room) is an interest, as opposed to 65% of men and 61% of women. The suggestion
here is that single men and women have an interest in sex in a private rather than a
public space. Same room sex is an interest for over 83% of couples, with similar lev-
els of interest expressed by single men and women (76% and 72% respectively). This
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also has implications for the kind of sex that is sought within clubs. The most popular
interest for females in relation to men and couples is blindfolding; the most popular
sexual practice for men, as opposed to couples and women, is anal sex. Finally, safe
sex is listed as an interest for 90% of single females, single males and couples. The
implication of this is that based on the sample presented in this paper, 10% or 600
profiles do not list safe sex as an interest. We must be careful not to suggest that this
group of people advocate non-safe sex, but simply that they have not listed safe sex
as an interest. Further research is needed to understand why this sexual preference
is not selected. Equally, we should not assume that those who have listed safe sex
as an interest are all participating in safe sex. Ethnographic data provided elsewhere
estimates that at least one in every four sexual encounters includes unsafe sex (Hay-
wood, 2022).

4.3 Geography and club visitors

Another dataset, Table 7, provides information on the demography of the geographi-
cal location of the reviewer. The dataset was mined to understand where visitors to
clubs lived. Using the 48 counties of England, together with Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland, we can identify that more people visiting clubs and writing reviews
come from Greater Manchester, Lancashire, the West Midlands and Greater London.
The lowest numbers of people visiting clubs and leaving reviews come from the Isle
of Wight, Rutland, Herefordshire, Northern Ireland and Oxfordshire. However, the
population sizes of the locations of people writing reviews of clubs have also been
taken into account and we can see that proportionally, Lancashire, Cheshire, Greater
Manchester, West Yorkshire and the West Midlands have visitors to clubs who leave
the most reviews.

Table 7 also shows a sample of arcas with the highest and lowest number of
reviews, it also compares the number of reviews against the population data for each
area. This table shows that the number of reviews cannot be explained solely by
the size of the population in each region. It is particularly notable that the number
of reviews made by reviewers from Greater London is low compared with the per-
centage of people living in Greater London. This could be explained either by the
demography of the area, or that their visits to clubs are linked with patterns of work-
ing in London. In contrast, reviewers reporting their location as Lancashire leave a
disproportionately high number of reviews. This could be explained by the fact that
there is a high concentration of clubs in Lancashire and surrounding areas.

If we combine Table 6 with Table 7, it is possible to map out club visitor’s pre-
ferred sexual practices with the region that they live. It would appear that both Sussex
and East Sussex eschew safe sex, with the lowest number of profiles expressing a
preference for safe sex practices. With a combined total of 73% of profiles express-
ing a preference for safe sex, combined with a national average of 89%. Shropshire
shows a prevalence for kinkier sex, with the highest percentage of profiles expressing
a preference for engaging in S&M with 43% compared to a national average of 26%.
The quest for kink continues with 38% (compared with 23% national average) of
profiles from Shropshire also expressing a predilection for Fisting. Removing those
results that are skewed due to the size of the population of profiles, fisting is also
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Population
number of |Overall % |of the % of UK

County club visitors |club visitors [county population

Bristol 82 1.90% 467,000 0.77%
Cambridgeshire 60 1.39% 653,000 1.07%
Cheshire 167 3.88% 931,000 1.53%
County Durham 70 1.63% 527,000 0.87%
Derbyshire 82 1.90% 796,000 1.31%
Devon 102 2.37% 795,000 1.31%
Dorset 56 1.30% 427,000 0.70%
East Sussex 42 0.98% 559,000 0.92%
East Yorkshire 80 1.86% 334,000 0.55%
Essex 57 1.32%| 1,800,000 2.96%
Greater London 254 5.90%| 8,900,000 14.61%
Greater Manchester 376 8.73%| 2,800,000 4.60%
Kent 112 2.60%| 1,200,000 1.97%
Lancashire 280 6.50%| 1,500,000 2.46%
Leicestershire 101 2.35% 698,000 1.15%
Lincolnshire 77 1.79% 800,000 1.31%
Merseyside 136 3.16%| 1,400,000 2.30%
Northern Ireland 18 0.42%| 1,885,000 3.09%
North Yorkshire 76 1.76% 824,000 1.35%
Northamptonshire 58 1.35% 748,000 1.23%
Nottinghamshire 126 2.93% 823,000 1.35%
Rutland 4 0.09% 736,000 1.21%
Scotland 210 4.88%| 5,454,000 8.95%
Somerset 55 1.28% 561,000 0.92%
South Yorkshire 101 2.35%| 1,400,000 2.30%
Staffordshire 127 2.95% 874,000 1.43%
Surrey 40 0.93%| 1,200,000 1.97%
Wales 129 3.00%| 3,136,000 5.15%
West Midlands 278 6.46%| 5,961,929 9.79%
West Yorkshire 240 5.57%| 2,300,000 3.78%
Wiltshire 70 1.63% 471,000 0.77%

Table 7 UK regions with the highest and lowest number of profiles that visited clubs

popular in both Northern Ireland and Gloucester, where 39% of respondent in both
areas have expressed a preference for the practice. Both Lincolnshire and Cambridge,
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are the least keen in the country at 32% of profiles stating separate room swapping
as an interest, compared to a 43% national average. Residents of Buckinghamshire
seem content to play with their own partners showing the lowest preference for group
sex (65% compared with a national average of 81% ), also coming in below average
for an expressed preference to both same room swapping (74% against an average
of 79%) and amongst the lowest expressed preference for gangbangs (32% against a
national average of 49%). Interestingly, they expressed an average interest in three-
somes at 88% (compared with a national average of 88%). Further work is needed
to understand how the sexual preferences at a regional level implications for the
prevalence of clubs may have, how they market themselves, their facilities and the
thematizing of their evenings.

5 Discussion

The increasing mainstreaming of sex appears to have resulted in the emergence of
closer connections between sex and leisure. Whilst some leisure sex activities have
become highly visible on UK high streets in the form of erotic retail, sex clubs con-
tinue to remain relatively undisturbed. Apart from the occasional newspaper exposes,
television documentaries or dramas or celebrity or political scandals, discussions
about sex clubs tend to be overshadowed by more contentious commercialized lei-
sure sex such as strip-clubs, pole dancing and burlesque clubs and brothels. The aim
of this article was to contribute to identifying how sex clubs are part of the com-
mercialization of recreational sex, to understand more about those who visit clubs
and to think about how sex clubs can help geographically locate leisure sex. The
following discussion explores these aims further by focusing on how clubs facilitate
recreational sex, promote erotic diversity and geographically place leisure sex.

5.1 Sex clubs and recreational sex

The availability, accessibility of clubs and the range of their facilities (Tables 1 and
2) suggests that sex clubs are becoming an important space for recreational sex. It is
argued that this growing sector of the sex economy points to more people in the UK
using sex as a leisure activity or ‘leisure sex’ (Attwood & Smith, 2013; Berdychevsky
& Carr, 2020). Often pitching themselves as ‘lifestyle clubs’, sex clubs provide a way
of doing sex that is not dependent on monogamy, marriage and reproduction. This
means that in contrast to relational sex, which refers ‘to building relationships, creat-
ing a family, or cementing committed relationships’, sex clubs enable the pursuit of
the experience of sex itself, rather than the experience of being part of heteronorma-
tive relationships (Penhollow et al., 2010). It is argued that recreational sex signals a
cultural shift in late modern society, where sexual values are becoming unanchored
from traditional narratives of sex and love and instead are emerging as sexual life-
styles that are shaped by individualism, consumption and leisure (Attwood, 2011).
More specifically, Attwood (2011, p.83) argues that ‘the emergence of late modern
recreational sexuality is linked to — and can be seen as emblematic of — a broad
range of contemporary concerns with image, lifestyle and self-exposure, which have
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become means of selfcare, self-pleasure and self-expression’. Furthermore, the sex
club as a space for recreational sex resituates sexual pleasure outside of the domestic
sphere into a public sphere, ‘generally eschewing the traditional view that sex should
be a relationship enhancing and/or child-producing endeavor confined to monoga-
mous, married, adult partners’ (Wright, 2012, p.120).

Being outside of the private sphere, different clubs promote themselves on the
promise of the consumption of (unique) experiences (Table 2). These include having
the longest swimming pool, the largest number of playrooms, or the opportunity to
engage in unique erotic opportunities. The experience of the club has the elements
of the fairground, where different spaces become places to experience different plea-
sures. Just like the theme park, ‘the primary focus...is on providing visitors with
extraordinary, immersive and theatrical experiences of high emotional value (Lukas,
2008; Manthiou et al., 2016; Reiter, 2004)’ (Cabana, 2020, p.2). Similar to marketing
practices within tourism (Benitez and Lopez, 2019), sex clubs attempt to thematize
patron experiences by re-constructing popular cultural fantasies of the erotic through
their playrooms. The re-creation of relationships between teacher/pupil, doctor/
patient and prison officer/prisoner suggests that cultural narratives of the forbidden
can, through fantasy, be lived out in the space of the sex club. The diversity of the
resources offered by clubs also points to a possible conceptual difference between lei-
sure and recreation. Whilst leisure has often been associated with timeframes (Mills,
2008), recreation with its traditional roots in restoration and recuperation offers a
possibility of understanding sexual encounters that suggest a re-creation of the self
(Stothart, 1998). It is important to recognize that this potential re-creation of self that
is typically associated with younger people (Vinodrai, 2017; Wilson, 2019), is also
being taken up by an older generation.

Whilst current discussions of recreational sex are predominantly concerned with
technology-driven health and well-being risks to young people and broader society,
the data in this research enlarges the scope of leisure sex. In the context of con-
cerns about young people hooking-up and casual sex and an associated ‘sexualiza-
tion” issue related to Tinder/Grindr, the data suggests that leisure sex is not specific
to younger people. Sex clubs are predominantly visited by older people (average
43 F/44 M) (Table 3). It is suggested that not only do sex clubs enable recreational
sex to take place, but they are facilitating a recreational sexual practice that is pri-
marily appealing to an older generation. One of the reasons for the increase in older
people’s engagement with leisure sex, according to Freak-Poli (2019, p.27), is that
‘new generations of older adults are more extroverted, spend more time out of a
marital relationship, are less ashamed of their sexual desires and engage in more
sexual behaviour that is more varied’. The implication is that a generation that has
experienced the collapse of traditional kinship ties are now engaging in leisure sex.
Furthermore, corresponding with work on older people and sexual infections (Duk-
ers-Muijrers et al., 2010; Tuddenham et al., 2016; Brown 2020), approximately 10%
of those leaving reviews of clubs do not list safe sex as a sexual preference. More
recently, in 2020 the majority of new HIV were in heterosexual communities and the
majority of late diagnoses (where infection is already detrimental) was recorded in
heterosexuals aged over 45 (Health Security Agency, 2021). More work needs to be
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undertaken to understand the potential public health implications of sex clubs, espe-
cially in relation to their emphasis on anonymity and discretion.

5.2 Erotic diversity and the limits of swinging

If the previous section highlighted how sex clubs provide the possibilities of engag-
ing in leisure sex in alternative places, clubs also enable the possibilities of new ways
of practicing sex. Berdychevsky (2018, p. 11) points out that sexual leisure spaces
can ‘serve as important playgrounds where sexual and gendered identities can be
negotiated, contested, inverted, and transformed.’ It is argued that sex clubs can be
seen as such a playground. Clubs offer a range of different sexual opportunities that
involve de-coupling heterosexual erotics from heteronormativity. This supports Ber-
lant and Warner’s (1998, p.548) claim that ‘Contexts that have little visible relation
to sex practice, as life narrative and generational identity, can be heteronormative
in this sense, while other contexts forms of sex between men and women might not
be heteronormative. Heteronormativity is thus a concept distinct from heterosexual-
ity.” Alongside couples-only nights, clubs promote events that attend to a wide range
of sexual preferences, such as inter-generational, inter-racial, group and multi-gen-
dered sex. These are often marketed as Greedy Girls Night, Black Cock Fan Clubs,
Young Guns and mums’, TV and TG (Transgender) admirers nights, BBW’s and
Curvy Girls Specials, Gang Bang evenings and T-Girl Times. Thus, whilst the clubs
accommodate and appeal to traditional swinger communities, they also offer a range
of sexual opportunities that go beyond relationally focused CNM. Not only is there
evidence that clubs are illustrative of leisure sex; recreational sex is enabling a range
of different erotic possibilities to emerge. Furthermore, erotic diversity does not only
relate to a disconnection between heteronormativity and heteroerotics, but this form
of leisure sex is also primarily public in nature. The promotion of erotic diversity via
the club architecture, such as exhibitionism, voyeurism, dogging suggests that a sco-
pophilic dynamic underpins sexual encounters. Whilst there are rooms that are lock-
able or have curtains, erotic diversity is structured through the facilitation of a variety
of sexual encounters. This diversity of erotic encounters can also be understood in
relation to the sexual preference practices of those who visit clubs and leave reviews.

The data on sexual preferences of those reviewing and attending clubs also sug-
gests that the definition of sex clubs as ‘Swinger’ or ‘Swap clubs’ may be too narrow.
Those who visit clubs and leave reviews indicate a wide range of preferences that
are not simply about swapping partners (Table 6). It appears that MF couples tend to
disassociate from sexual practices that may be deemed more ‘hardcore’ such as anal,
fisting, gang bangs and watersports; practices for which men have the most prefer-
ence. Alongside this, the most preferred sexual practices among single women were
blindfolds and spanking rather than S/M. These different preferences suggest that
within the sex club context, there is the potential for a range of erotic diversity to take
place. In turn, the range of preferred practices challenges pervasive understandings
of traditional heterosexuality. One way to think about the range of sexual practices
associated with heterosexuality is to consider clubs as queer places of heteroeroti-
cism, where sexual practices take place that contest, replace and reconfigure what
we understand as heterosexuality (Powell, 2019). However, it should be added that
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the subversive potential of the sex club appears to be taken up by clubgoers who are
primarily white (Table 4). This opens up conversations about who is able to access
and engage in different forms of recreational sex (Gill et al., 2018).

The argument being presented in this section is that sex clubs are more than just
places for swingers to meet; they enable a wider range of heteroerotic practices to
take place. Furthermore, sex clubs also facilitate sexual encounters beyond the het-
eroerotic. Despite clubs marketing themselves as places for heterosexuals, one of
the most striking results to emerge from the research is that over 70% of women
visiting clubs identify as bisexual or bi-curious (Table 5). Sex clubs appear to oper-
ate as a space where the display and practice of same-sex desire between women
is enabled. Existing research tells us that the spaces for the expression of women’s
bisexuality are extremely circumscribed by popular heteropatriarchal narratives: ‘the
“bisexual woman” is constructed as a male heterosexual fantasy, rather than as an
autonomous or oppositional erotic agent’ (White, 2008). The marketing of ‘bi nights’
represents women’s same-sex desire as exotic and interesting and resonates with Iri-
garay’s (1985, p.25) claim that women’s bodies are ’a more or less obliging prop
for the enactment of man’s fantasies’. On the other hand, it is important to acknowl-
edge and recognize that sex clubs are emerging as spaces that facilitate women with
the opportunity to self-identify with bisexual identities and/or engage in bisexual
practices. We need to be careful not to reduce women'’s identifications to a simple
appendage or consequence of heteropatriarchal desire and in turn, erase women’s
agency. Instead, we need to understand how sex clubs appear to be part of a broader
cultural shift where women'’s desire is becoming enmeshed with sexual consumerism
within emerging forms of leisure sex (Attwood & Smith, 2013; Illouz, 2017). This
may (or may not) lead to ‘openings for considering sexuality as degrees of variation,
experimentation and transformation’ (Paasonen, 2018, p.5). For example, in contrast
to women’s identification with bisexual activity, only 15% of men identify with a
bisexual desire. Whilst this corresponds to previous research within swinger com-
munities (Frank, 2008), it complicates more recent work that suggests that more sex
between men in threesomes is becoming more prevalent (Scoats et al. 2021).

Whilst this section has discussed how sex clubs facilitate a winder range of erotic
practices and not simply as a conduit for swinger networks, the next section contex-
tualizes sex clubs as part of a broader spatialization of leisure sex.

5.3 Geographies of (P)leisure

One of the most challenging aspect of this research was to place sex clubs as leisure
sex in the context of geography. Throughout the UK, various places have developed
reputations as sex hotspots. A dogging layby in Surrey, the hook-up cultures in Black-
pool, Gay cruising on Hampstead Heath, and the A1 as the ‘kinkiest road in Britain’
point to how sexual practices and places become imbricated. Sex clubs are enmeshed
within this erotic topography (Bell, 1994), with clubs contributing to the UK’s sexual
cultural imaginary and urban mythologies. Although the individual reviews provide
arich qualitative understanding of club experiences, the geographical data provides a
broader insight into how leisure sex is being experienced across the UK. The major-
ity of reviews posted by visitors primarily relate to clubs located in the North of
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England. As highlighted above, clubs in the North and in the Midlands tend to be
found in clusters (Table 1) — sometimes with at least three within twelve miles of
one another. One explanation for this could be that clubs in different locations adopt
familiar repertories of public intimacy (McNair, 2003; Kaplan 2021). These reper-
tories refer to the ways in which entertainment venues shape, configure and manage
experiences within those spaces. For example, sex clubs in the North often take on
the characteristics of a working-class club or pub. Part of the evening may involve
playing bingo, singing karaoke or eating from a buffet. In contrast, some clubs in the
Midlands tend to adopt a more ‘night club’ experience. This can sometimes involve
a venue recreating the nightclub dance floor, DJ and long bar. Other areas such as
Greater London and more rural locations appeal to a more bespoke ‘clientele’, with
a more selective guest list and upmarket furnishings. These generalizations need to
be unpacked further to test further the links between geography and place and how
sex clubs are experienced. Alongside this, the data on the preferred sexual practice
of those who visit clubs and leave reviews and where they live (Tables 6 and 7), sug-
gests that more work needs to be done on the inter-relationships between the location
of the club, the sexual preferences of the club patrons, where those patrons live and
the club’s approach to public intimacy and its success.

A second insight from the data suggests that people in some counties and regions
in the UK are more likely to visit sex clubs (Table 7). The data provides us with a
snapshot to understand where people who visit clubs are travelling from. It is not
surprising, given the clustering of clubs within the North West, that a quarter of all
visitors leaving reviews come from this area. However, the figures suggest that more
people from Greater Manchester, Lancashire and Cheshire are visiting and reviewing
clubs than anywhere else in the UK. More work is required to understand how sex
clubs are being integrated within these communities and why people from these arecas
are more likely to publicly review their visit. Chris Ryan’s (2000) early definition of
sex tourism as ‘sexual intercourse while away from home’ helps to convey the idea
that sex tourism may not be simply located in well-known cities such as Bangkok
or Amsterdam. Furthermore, Frank (2003) adopts Urry’s (1990) concept of ‘tour-
istic practices’ to explain visits to clubs by those practicing CNM in the USA. The
uncoupling of sex tourism from exotic locations resituates the recreational nature of
sexual encounters as something that frequently takes place in cities, towns and vil-
lages throughout the UK. Clubs themselves are beginning to connect with where they
are situated with nearby hotels and in some cases ‘places to visit’ whilst in the area.
At the same time, the relationships between the location of club visitors and their
preferred sexual practices could provide another nuance. Given that there appears to
be patterns of preferred sexual practices associated with certain geographical regions,
there is the possibility of clubs facilitating (and of course commercializing) particu-
lar sexual cultures based on certain sexual preferences to develop. Overall, it could
be argued that the emergence of sex clubs has led to what might be considered a
‘tourismification’; ‘a socio-economic and socio-cultural process by which society
and its environment have been turned into spectacles, attractions, playgrounds, and
consumption sites’ (Wang, 2000, p.197).

@ Springer



Sex Clubs in the UK: Recreational Sex, Erotic Diversity and Geographies... 315

6 Limitations

There are a number of limitations to the approach in this paper, most notably around
the mining of club reviews for information. First, the review platforms for the clubs
are voluntary: they rely on people who have visited the club to leave a review. It is
difficult to predict the differences between those who visit clubs and leave reviews
and those who don’t leave reviews. However, research suggests that people leave
online reviews for a number of reasons. For example, it may be a result of altruism
(Hoyer & van Straaten, 2021) or it may be a form of self-promotion, demonstrating
a sense of credibility (Park et al., 2014). It is important to note that the profile data is
based on those people who have visited the club and left a review. Thus the data is
skewed, not only because the sample is based on people who have left reviews and
are members of an online sex seeking community (people who attend clubs may not
necessarily have an online profile), but also because many people who visit clubs do
not necessarily leave a review. We also need to be careful about the veracity of profile
data being entered. Given that attending clubs continues to be subject to a general
social stigma, some of the data entered on the profiles may be deliberately mislead-
ing. For example, residential location may be cloaked in a way to avoid detection,
leading to a more generalized location.

We also need to be careful about how profile data is read. The data being used is
also skewed because the primary aim of joining a sex seeking community is often
to meet people. Therefore, the profile may be constructed in a way that enhances
the user’s self-expression (Shen et al., 2014). For example, it is apparent that men
will tick numerous boxes in terms of interests, whereas women and couples appear
far more selective. Also, sexual interests on the profile may have been constructed
when a person first joined a sex seeking community; it is unclear how much pro-
files are changed and manipulated in order to ensure that they achieve more meets.
Thus the aim is to present themselves as appealing to others rather than to provide
an accurate picture of their sexual likes and dislikes. Therefore the data on sexual
interests may also be, to some extent, biased. Research has highlighted that ‘daters’
self-presentation behaviours tend to be strategic and intentional’ (Tong et al., 2020),
so that the information that is posted online tends to be a means to be noticed. At the
same time, such information is always tempered by a need to demonstrate authen-
ticity. This tension in self-presentation also provides a filter to how to interpret the
profile data. Other work has highlighted that the less physically attractive someone
assumes themselves to be, the more they will manipulate their age, weight and height
to appear more favourable (Hancock et al., 2007).

7 Conclusions

Although sex clubs in the UK frequently appear in popular culture such as news
reports, television documentaries, films and music videos, there continues to be an
emphasis on sexual restraint and inhibition; characteristics ‘deeply ingrained in the
national character’ (Leach, 2004, p.133). As such, sex clubs, alongside a range of
other forms of recreational sex, remain one of the UK’s ‘dirty secrets’. In many ways,
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this article has provided an insight into what constitutes a sex club, where they are
located, who visits them and the sexual preferences of those who visit. Alongside this
empirically driven exploration of sex clubs, the article has advocated an epistemo-
logical shift that moves away from viewing sex clubs as part of a broader ecosystem
of CNM, and instead suggests that clubs have become the space for increasing erotic
diversity. It should be added that this diversity is not simply a place of hedonistic
erotic intensity where ‘anything goes’. Rather, with its emphasis on the scopophilic,
sexual encounters in clubs are often hierarchal, where those with the most erotic
capital (Green, 2014), such as women, black bodies and younger bodies, tend to be
more desirable. There is thus a diversity of erotic practice, one albeit circumscribed
by hierarchies of desire.

Although the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic may have accelerated the closure
of some clubs, in a post-Covid context, there is evidence to suggest that sex clubs
are thriving as a number of new clubs begin to emerge and existing clubs have held
relaunch parties. Whilst much work continues to be done on what happened to sex
during Covid, competing media narratives of the impact of the pandemic on post-
Covid sexual intimacy are beginning to take shape. On the one hand, the post-Covid
world is going to result in a momentous orgiastic ‘fuckfest’ (Christakis, 2020); on the
other, the anxiety of forging new sexual intimacies is producing a longer-term dis-
connection that is disrupting the ways in which sexual connections are being made.
Although much of the research for this article was undertaken prior to the impact of
the pandemic, subsequent visits to the clubs, post-lockdown, suggest a more uncer-
tain sexual intimacy. It is an intimacy that is driven by an ambiguity of when or if the
opportunities for heterosex might be closed down, whilst there is also a need for peo-
ple to visit clubs to experience a sexually intimate space without having sex. Either
way, there is no doubt that sex clubs as places for recreational sex may even gain even
more social, cultural and economic significance not simply as a result of the pan-
demic, but as an increasingly popular space for recreation and ‘touristic practices’.
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