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Quick Takeaways

• A 'missing stair' is someone with a known pattern of harm who stays welcome because confronting them 
feels harder than warning others quietly.

• Whisper networks protect insiders but leave newcomers and outsiders unwarned and unprotected.

• Formal consent policies and trained safety teams give communities somewhere to go besides gossip.

• Consistent standards regardless of a person's social status are uncomfortable — and exactly the point.

• Multiple independently corroborating reports describing similar behavior form a pattern worth acting on.

The phrase "missing stair" comes from an old metaphor: a house has a broken step everyone who lives there 
knows to avoid, but nobody fixes it, and nobody warns the new guest. In kink and other close-knit 
communities, a "missing stair" is a person with a known pattern of consent violations or harmful behavior 
who continues to be welcomed into spaces because addressing them directly feels harder than quietly 
warning newcomers around them.

How Missing Stairs Persist

The pattern tends to follow a predictable shape: someone violates consent or boundaries, word spreads 
informally among people who've been in the community a while, and a kind of whisper network forms to 
protect newcomers — while the person responsible faces no formal consequences and keeps having access to 
new, unwarned partners. A few reasons this persists even in communities that genuinely care about safety:

• Social cost of confrontation: publicly naming someone risks drama, retaliation, or splitting a small 
community, so it's often easier to handle it privately, one whispered warning at a time.

• Ambiguity and doubt: consent violations are often hard to prove definitively, and communities can be 
reluctant to act without certainty — which ends up protecting the person with the pattern rather than the 
people at risk.

• Charisma and social capital: people with real standing in a community — event organizers, popular 
educators, well-liked switches — are often given more benefit of the doubt, which is exactly the 
dynamic that lets patterns continue undisturbed.

• Diffusion of responsibility: when everyone assumes someone else has already reported it or will handle 
it, nobody actually does.

Why Informal Warning Systems Aren't Enough

A whisper network protects the people already plugged into it — typically people who've been in the 
community longest — while leaving newcomers, people newer to the scene, and anyone outside the existing 
social circle unprotected. It also puts the burden of safety entirely on potential victims to somehow find out 
information that was never made available to them, rather than on the community or the person causing 
harm.



What Communities Can Do Instead

• Formal consent policies: events and groups with a clear, written consent policy — including a process 
for reporting and responding to violations — give people somewhere to go besides gossip.

• Dungeon monitors and safety teams: trained safety personnel at events who are empowered to 
intervene and document concerns, rather than relying on attendees to police each other informally.

• Consistent standards regardless of social status: applying the same process to a well-liked organizer 
as to a stranger is uncomfortable, and it's also the entire point — selective accountability is how missing 
stairs get built in the first place.

• Believing patterns, not just single incidents: one ambiguous report might not be actionable alone, but 
multiple separate, independently corroborating reports describing similar behavior is a pattern worth 
taking seriously, even without a single "smoking gun" incident.

If You're the One Who Knows

Holding information about a missing stair is uncomfortable, and it's genuinely hard to know what to do with 
an ambiguous account or secondhand information. A few grounded steps:

• If a group or event has a formal reporting process, use it — even if you're not certain it will lead 
anywhere, it creates a record that can matter later if a pattern emerges.

• If you're supporting someone who was harmed, follow their lead on whether and how to escalate, rather 
than taking action on their behalf without consent.

• Consider whether informal warnings, while imperfect, are still better than silence — while also pushing 
your community toward more formal structures over time.

Repairing a Community's Culture

Communities that address missing stairs well tend to share a few traits: leadership willing to take social risk 
over comfort, clear written policies applied consistently, and a culture where raising a concern is treated as 
care for the community rather than as drama or betrayal. None of this makes these conversations easy — it 
just makes them survivable, and safer for the people who'd otherwise be left to find out the hard way.

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. 🙏
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This article is educational and general in nature. It isn't a substitute for individualized guidance about a specific safety concern, 
and it isn't legal advice.
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