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Quick Takeaways

• A hard limit is non-negotiable and doesn't require justification — 'because I said so' is a complete answer.

• A soft limit is conditional curiosity, and the specific condition needs to be named to be usable in negotiation.

• A soft limit isn't ongoing consent — it needs to be re-raised and re-agreed to each time, not assumed.

• Testing or gently pushing a stated hard limit is a boundary violation, not acceptable persistence.

• Limits are allowed to move between categories over time, without needing to justify the change.

"What are your limits?" is one of the first questions asked in any real negotiation, and the honest answer 
usually has two layers: things that are simply off the table, and things that are more like "maybe, under the 
right conditions." Hard limits and soft limits describe that distinction, and confusing the two — in either 
direction — is a common source of consent violations.

Hard Limits: Non-Negotiable, Full Stop

A hard limit is an activity, word, or scenario that's off the table entirely, regardless of mood, relationship 
depth, or how the rest of the scene is going. Hard limits don't require justification — "because I said so" is a 
complete answer — and they don't expire because a partner is disappointed or because you've done other, 
similarly intense things before. Common examples include specific body parts being off-limits, certain 
roleplay themes, permanent marking, or anything involving loss of consciousness.

• Respecting a hard limit isn't optional: a partner testing or "gently" pushing a stated hard limit is a red 
flag, not an acceptable negotiation tactic.

• Hard limits can still change over time: you're always allowed to move something from hard to soft, or 
vice versa, as you learn more about yourself — but that change has to come from you.

Soft Limits: Curious, But Conditional

A soft limit is something you're open to exploring, but only under certain conditions — with more trust built 
first, with specific safety measures in place, at a slower pace, or only in a particular mood or context. Soft 
limits are where a lot of genuine growth and exploration happens in kink, but they require more 
communication than hard limits, not less, because the conditions attached to them need to be spelled out 
clearly.

• Name the actual condition: "I'm open to impact play, but only after we've done a slower scene together 
first" is a usable soft limit. "Maybe someday" isn't specific enough to negotiate around.

• Soft limits deserve check-ins: revisit them periodically rather than assuming a yes from six months ago 
still applies exactly the same way today.



Where People Get This Wrong

• Treating a soft limit as an open invitation: "they said maybe once" is not the same as ongoing consent 
— a soft limit still needs to be re-raised and re-agreed to each time, not assumed.

• Treating a hard limit as negotiable if you ask the right way: some partners test hard limits 
repeatedly, framing it as curiosity or persistence. This is a boundary violation, not romantic persistence.

• Not naming limits at all: assuming a partner will "just know" what's off the table leaves both people 
guessing, and guessing is where accidents and consent violations happen.

A Simple Way to Map Your Own Limits

Before your next negotiation, it can help to sort activities into three columns rather than two:

• Hard no: off the table, no exceptions, no explanation required.

• Curious, with conditions: name the specific condition that would need to be true.

• Yes, and I want more of this: things you already know you enjoy.

Writing this out, even informally, makes negotiation faster and reduces the chance of a limit getting missed 
simply because it never came up.

Limits Are Allowed to Change

Nothing about naming a limit today locks you into it forever. You're allowed to move things between 
categories as your relationship with your own body and desires evolves — and you're allowed to do that 
without justifying the change to a partner who preferred the old answer. A limit changing isn't a failure of the 
original negotiation; it's the negotiation working as intended, over time.

Want support with this in your own relationship or practice?

Love Psychotherapy, LLC offers LGBTQ+-affirming, sex-positive, neurodivergent-owned clinical care and 
life coaching, with telehealth available across thirteen states and in-person sessions in Madison, Wisconsin. 
Reach out to schedule a consultation.

Well wishes. 🙏
Mx. Love C. Dialogos, LMFT
Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist | Buddhist Chaplain
Pronouns: They/Them

This article is educational and general in nature. It isn't a substitute for individualized clinical guidance about your relationship or 
communication needs.
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