
 

Module 9: Sexuality and Health 

Lesson 1: Relationship Between Sexuality and Health 

1. Understanding Healthy Sexuality 

What is Healthy Sexuality? 

Healthy sexuality encompasses physical, emotional, mental, and social aspects of 
sexual well-being. It involves: 

●​ Positive and respectful approach to sexuality and sexual relationships 
●​ Freedom from coercion, discrimination, and violence 
●​ Ability to have pleasurable and safe sexual experiences 
●​ Respect for sexual rights of all persons 

Healthy sexuality is not merely the absence of dysfunction or disease, but rather a state 
of sexual well-being integrated with one's overall health. 

The Biopsychosocial Model of Sexuality 

Sexuality is best understood through a biopsychosocial lens: 

 

Dimension Components Relevance to Health 

Biological Hormones, anatomy, 
physiology, sexual 
response cycle 

Directly impacts physical 
health, reproductive health, 
and chronic disease risk 

Psychological Attitudes, beliefs, 
self-image, emotions 
related to sexuality 

Affects mental health, 
stress levels, and overall 
well-being 

Social Cultural norms, 
relationships, social 
expectations 

Influences health 
behaviors, access to care, 
and social determinants of 
health 

 



 

 

Example Application: A patient with diabetes may experience sexual 
dysfunction due to vascular changes (biological), anxiety about performance 
(psychological), and relationship strain (social). Addressing only the 
biological aspect would provide incomplete care. 

The Health-Sexuality Connection 

Sexual health and overall health are bidirectionally related: 

●​ How health affects sexuality: Chronic conditions (diabetes, cardiovascular 
disease), medications, mental health issues, and lifestyle factors (nutrition, 
physical activity, substance use) can all impact sexual function and satisfaction.​
 

●​ How sexuality affects health: Sexual activity and satisfaction can influence 
immune function, stress levels, cardiovascular health, mental health, and 
relationship quality.​
 

Analogy: Think of sexuality as a barometer of overall health—changes in 
sexual function or satisfaction often signal broader health issues, just as 
changes in atmospheric pressure can signal weather changes. 

2. Sexuality Across the Lifespan 

Sexuality evolves throughout life, with each stage presenting unique considerations: 

●​ Adolescence: Identity formation, education needs, consent understanding 
●​ Young adulthood: Relationship development, reproductive choices 
●​ Middle age: Adapting to physical changes, relationship evolution 
●​ Older adults: Adjusting expectations, addressing chronic conditions 

Example Application: A 55-year-old patient experiencing menopause may 
benefit from understanding that changes in sexual response are normal, 
while also exploring adaptations that can maintain sexual satisfaction. 

3. Social Determinants of Sexual Health 

Sexual health disparities exist across: 

●​ Socioeconomic status 
●​ Race and ethnicity 



 

 

●​ Gender identity and sexual orientation 
●​ Geographic location 
●​ Disability status 

These disparities affect access to education, preventive care, and treatment options. 

📝Practice Questions 

1.​ How might a patient's cardiovascular disease affect their sexual health, and how 
might their sexual health affect their cardiovascular disease?​
 

2.​ A 42-year-old patient mentions that since starting a new blood pressure 
medication, they've experienced changes in sexual function. How would you 
approach this situation using the biopsychosocial model?​
 

3.​ Identify three ways that social determinants of health might impact a patient's 
sexual health.​
 

🧠Critical Thinking Questions 

1.​ How do cultural and religious beliefs influence concepts of "healthy sexuality," 
and how might this impact your approach to patients from diverse backgrounds?​
 

2.​ Consider how sexuality-related health disparities might be addressed at both 
individual and systemic levels. What role can lifestyle medicine practitioners 
play?​
 

3.​ How might the relationship between sexuality and health change as medical 
technology and societal attitudes evolve?​
 

4. Interdisciplinary Connections 

Sexuality interfaces with multiple disciplines: 

●​ Endocrinology: Hormonal influences on sexual function 
●​ Cardiology: Relationship between cardiovascular health and sexual function 
●​ Psychology: Impact of mental health on sexuality 
●​ Sociology: Cultural influences on sexual expression 



 

 

●​ Ethics: Patient autonomy and informed consent 

Study Tips for Lesson 1 

1.​ Create concept maps connecting different aspects of sexuality with specific 
health conditions.​
 

2.​ Reflect on your own comfort level discussing sexuality with patients. Identify 
areas where you might need more knowledge or practice.​
 

3.​ Review case studies that illustrate the complex interplay between health 
conditions and sexuality.​
 

4.​ Practice using non-judgmental language when discussing sexuality topics.​
 

5.​ Connect concepts to patients you've encountered in your practice, 
considering how a more comprehensive approach to sexuality might have 
benefited their care.​
 

Lesson 2: Counseling Patients with Sexuality Issues 

1. The Physician's Role in Sexual Health 

Scope of Practice 

As a healthcare provider, your role in addressing sexuality includes: 

●​ Prevention: Education, screening, risk reduction 
●​ Assessment: History-taking, identifying concerns 
●​ Basic management: Addressing lifestyle factors, medication adjustments 
●​ Referral: Recognizing when specialized care is needed 

Analogy: Think of your role as similar to a primary care provider addressing 
mental health—you provide initial assessment and basic management, but 
refer to specialists for complex issues requiring specialized intervention. 

 

 



 

 

Professional Boundaries and Limitations 

Understanding limitations is essential: 

●​ Knowledge boundaries: Areas requiring specialized expertise 
●​ Skill boundaries: Interventions requiring specialized training 
●​ Ethical boundaries: Maintaining appropriate professional relationships 
●​ Legal boundaries: Practicing within the scope of licensure 

2. Communication Skills for Sexual Health Discussions 

Creating a Safe Environment 

Effective communication begins with creating safety: 

●​ Physical privacy: Appropriate examination settings 
●​ Confidentiality: Clear explanation of privacy policies 
●​ Non-judgmental approach: Neutral language and body language 
●​ Permission-giving: Normalizing discussions about sexuality 

The PLISSIT Model 

This framework provides a structured approach to sexual health counseling: 

●​ Permission (P): Giving patients permission to discuss sexual concerns 
●​ Limited Information (LI): Providing targeted education 
●​ Specific Suggestions (SS): Offering concrete recommendations 
●​ Intensive Therapy (IT): Referring for specialized treatment when needed 

Example Application: For a patient experiencing decreased libido after 
starting an antidepressant, you might: 

●​ Give permission by asking, "Some people notice changes in sexual 
interest with this medication. Have you experienced any changes?" 

●​ Provide limited information about how the medication affects 
neurotransmitters 

●​ Suggest specific strategies like timing of medication or sexual activity 
●​ Refer to a sexual health specialist if basic interventions are insufficient 

 



 

 

Inclusive Language and Cultural Sensitivity 

Effective counseling requires: 

●​ Using gender-inclusive terminology 
●​ Avoiding heteronormative assumptions 
●​ Respecting cultural and religious perspectives 
●​ Adapting communication to health literacy levels 

3. Taking a Sexual Health History 

The 5 Ps Approach 

A structured approach includes: 

●​ Partners: Number, gender, relationship status 
●​ Practices: Types of sexual activity, protection methods 
●​ Protection from STIs: Barrier methods, testing history 
●​ Past history of STIs: Previous diagnoses and treatments 
●​ Prevention of pregnancy: Contraception needs and use 

Sensitive Topics in Sexual History 

Approaches for discussing: 

●​ Sexual dysfunction 
●​ Sexual trauma history 
●​ Gender identity and sexual orientation 
●​ Sexual risk behaviors 

Example Phrasing: "I ask all my patients about their sexual health as part 
of comprehensive care. Would it be okay if I asked you some questions 
about this area of your health?" 

 

 

 

 



 

 

4. Common Sexual Health Concerns and Basic Management 
 

Concern Lifestyle Medicine 
Approaches 

When to Refer 

Erectile dysfunction Cardiovascular exercise, 
Mediterranean diet, stress 
management, sleep 
hygiene, substance 
reduction 

Persistent issues despite 
lifestyle changes, sudden 
onset, psychological distress 

Low libido Stress management, 
relationship counseling, sleep 
improvement, exercise 

Significant relationship 
impact, suspected hormonal 
issues, medication side 
effects not responding to 
adjustments 

Pain with intercourse Relaxation techniques, 
communication skills, 
lubricants 
 
 

Persistent pain, suspected 
medical conditions, trauma 
history 

Body image concerns Mindfulness, cognitive 
approaches, physical activity 
focused on function 

Severe distress, 
disordered eating, body 
dysmorphia 

5. Ethical Considerations 

Key ethical principles include: 

●​ Autonomy: Respecting patient choices 
●​ Beneficence: Acting in patients' best interests 
●​ Non-maleficence: Avoiding harm 
●​ Justice: Providing equitable care 
●​ Confidentiality: Protecting sensitive information 

📝Practice Questions 

1.​ A 58-year-old male patient with type 2 diabetes mentions he's having "bedroom 
problems" but seems hesitant to elaborate. How would you use the PLISSIT  



 

 

model to approach this conversation? 

2.​ What lifestyle medicine interventions might you suggest for a 35-year-old female 
patient reporting decreased sexual desire since beginning a high-stress job?​
 

3.​ A patient shares that they are in a polyamorous relationship and asks about STI 
screening recommendations. How would you approach this conversation in an 
inclusive, non-judgmental way?​
 

🧠Critical Thinking Questions 

1.​ How might your personal values or beliefs about sexuality potentially influence 
your clinical interactions? What strategies can you employ to ensure these don't 
interfere with patient care?​
 

2.​ Consider the ethical dilemmas that might arise when counseling adolescents 
about sexual health. How would you balance confidentiality with parental 
involvement?​
 

3.​ How might advances in telemedicine change approaches to sexual health 
counseling? What benefits and challenges might this present?​
 

6. Interdisciplinary Collaboration 

Effective sexual health care often involves collaboration with: 

●​ Sex therapists 
●​ Pelvic floor physical therapists 
●​ Mental health professionals 
●​ Endocrinologists 
●​ Urologists and gynecologists 

Example Application: A patient with vaginismus might benefit from 
coordinated care between their primary provider addressing anxiety, a pelvic  

floor physical therapist providing specific exercises, and potentially a sex 
therapist working with the patient and partner. 



 

 

Study Tips for Lesson 2 

1.​ Practice role-playing conversations about sexual health to increase comfort and 
skill.​
 

2.​ Develop a referral network of specialists in sexual health for your future 
practice.​
 

3.​ Review case scenarios that present ethical dilemmas in sexual health care.​
 

4.​ Create scripts for initiating sexual health conversations with different patient 
populations.​
 

5.​ Identify your own knowledge gaps and seek additional resources in those 
areas.​
 

Summary: Key Takeaways from Module 9 

1.​ Sexuality is integral to overall health and should be addressed as part of 
comprehensive healthcare.​
 

2.​ The biopsychosocial model provides a framework for understanding the 
complex interplay between sexuality and health.​
 

3.​ Healthcare providers have a defined role in addressing sexual health, with 
clear boundaries and limitations.​
 

4.​ Effective communication skills are essential for creating a safe environment 
for discussing sexual concerns.​
 

5.​ Lifestyle medicine approaches can address many common sexual health 
concerns.​
 

6.​ Cultural humility and inclusive practices are necessary for providing equitable 
sexual healthcare.​
 

7.​ Interdisciplinary collaboration often provides the most comprehensive 
approach to sexual health concerns. 

​



 

 

Further Exploration 

To deepen your understanding: 

●​ Explore how different medical specialties approach sexual health 
●​ Research emerging technologies and treatments in sexual medicine 
●​ Consider how public health approaches might address sexual health disparities 
●​ Reflect on how to integrate sexual health discussions into routine care 

Remember that developing comfort and competence in addressing sexuality requires 
both knowledge and practice. As you continue your professional journey, seek 
opportunities to apply these concepts in supervised clinical settings. 
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