Wisdom at the source of the Blue Nile
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BAHIR DAR STEM INCUBATION CENTER
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Mr. Mark Gelfand, American Philanthropist, addressing BDU community on STEM Incubation Center inaugural func-
tion at Dilchibo School, Bahir Dar, Ethiopia
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Dealing with
Sexual Problems

continued from page 15

erection, and he worries that he is
becoming impotent. This concern
may impair Kebede’s performance
the next time he is sexually intimate,
making it even more difficult the
time after that. This process may
soon escalate into a dysfunction.
Clinicians use the term spectatoring
to refer to the experience in which
the individual feels unduly self-
conscious during sexual activity,
as if evaluating and monitoring
his performance during the sexual
encounter.

In general, it is crucial to understand
and accept any sexual difficulty you
may experience because sexual
problemsare notbe shamefulsecrets
and should not create feelings of
inadequacy or hopelessness. You
are responsible for addressing your
sexual problems, because they can
successfully be dealt with. In this
regard, having the understanding,
motivation, and resources to deal
with and resolve sexual problems
will greatly enhance your sexual
health and satisfaction. It is also
important to keep in mind that sexual
dysfunctions can be physically as
well as psychologically based, and
that often there is an interaction
between physical and psychological
factors. To understand sexual
dysfunctions and effectively resolve
them, therefore, it is helpful to
gain a perspective on the factors
that contribute to healthy sexual
functioning.

In this way, you should be cognizant
of all the factors influencing male,
female and couple sexuality and
you could successfully address the
problem using all your resources.
Unless  you comprehensively
address problems and devote time
and energy to healthy sexuality, you
are likely to regress to problematic
sexual behavior.

At last, the
dysfunctions or
be effectively treated using
psychotherapeutic interventions
(that include behavioral, cognitive-
behavioral, couple or sex therapy
techniques and psychosexual skills)
as well as bio-medical interventions
(such as medications or using drugs
such as viagra).

various sexual
problems could

The most important issue to bear in
mind is, however, before using any
medication (such as Viagra), you
need to consult with your physician
about all the medications you take
and their possible sexual side
effects (/ will discuss Viagra in my
next article).

W e W
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Dealing with Sexual Problems and Abnormalities: Why do people

experience sexual dysfunctions?
Kibrom Mengistu Feleke (Psychology Department, FEBS)

exual functioning is an essential
Saspect of human existence

that can be a very rewarding
or upsetting part of a person’s life.
Sexuality involves such a driving
force in human nature, and is such
an emotionally charged phenomenon,
that it is not surprising that there are
problems associated with this facet of
human behavior.

We live in a culture that idealizes
and exaggerates the idea that sex
should be spontaneous, perfect, or
great every time. Yet, it is normal
to have sexual difficulties. Almost
every person at some point in his/
her life will experience some form
of sexual problem or dysfunction,
important enough to want to talk
with his therapist or doctor. Yet only
23% of men reported that they did
in fact discuss their concerns with a
professional clinician. Dealing with
sexual problems is, therefore, almost
a universal experience for both men
as well as women. Obviously, these
problems can subvert sexual health.
Hence, this article aims to briefly
describe some common sexual
problems and their causal factors by
providing a more scientific basis for
understanding sexual problems.

What Is Abnormal Sexual
Behavior?

What is abnormal sexual behavior
for you? What criteria do you use
in labeling sexual behaviors as
‘abnormal’? In general, the distinction
between normality and abnormality
in the sexual domain of behavior is
complicated and far from clear. For this
reading, however, sexual behavior is
considered psychological disorder or
abnormal if (1) it causes harm to other
people, or (2) it causes an individual
to experience persistent or recurrent
distress or impairment in important
areas of functioning. According to the
first criterion, sexual molestation of a
childis clearly a psychological disorder.
For the second, a distressing, ongoing
aversion to sexuality is a disorder.

One of the most commonly occurring
sexual disorders both in men and
women is what is called sexual
dysfunction. Sexual dysfunctions
involve conditions in which there is
abnormality in an individual’'s sexual
responsiveness and reactions.

Sexual dysfunctions are defined by the
individual, often in terms of an intimate
relationship and almost invariably in
the context of cultural expectations
and values about what constitutes
normal sexual functioning. There is no
one ‘correct’ pattern of sexual activity;
what one considers dysfunctional,

another may regard as healthy and
normal. Unfortunately, people may
regard themselves as having a sexual
dysfunction without being aware of
the extent to which their behavior falls
within the range of normal behavior.
An important factor to keep in mind
about sexual dysfunction is, however,
whether or not person feels distressed
about the behavior.

In order to understand sexual
dysfunction, it is necessary to
understand human sexual response
cycle. Accordingly, there are four
phases of the sexual response
cycle: arousal, plateau, orgasm, and
resolution. During arousal stage, the
individual’s sexual interest heightens,
and the body prepares for sexual
intercourse (vaginal lubrication in the
female, penile erection in the male).
Sexual excitement continues to build
during the plateau phase, and during
the orgasm phase, the individual
experiences muscular contractions in
the genital area that are associated
with intense sensations of pleasure.
The resolution phase is a period of
return to a physiologically normal
state. People differ in their typical
patterns of sexual activity, in that
some people progress more readily
through the phases and others
progress at a slower pace. Not every
sexual encounter necessarily involves
all phases, either.

Sexual dysfunctions are associated
with the arousal and orgasm phases,
as well as with a person’s overall
level of sexual desire. Some people
with sexual dysfunctions have little or
no interest in sex; others experience
a delay in any phase of sexual
arousal or do not become aroused
at all. Others may become highly
aroused but are unable to experience
the sexual release of orgasm. Still
other people proceed too rapidly
through the phases from arousal
to orgasm and, therefore, feel that
sexual relations lack the emotional
meaning associated with a more
relaxed approach. In some cases,
one’s partner may feel distressed
over what seems like unacceptable
deviations from desired pattern of
activity. Yet, other sexual dysfunctions
are the result of the experience of pain
rather than pleasure during a sexual
encounter.

The most common sexual dysfunctions
include premature ejaculation, erectile
dysfunction, inhibited sexual desire,

orgasmic disorder, ejaculatory
inhibition, sexual pain disorders,
compulsive masturbation (often to

porn Web sites), and a sexual secret
(variant arousal pattern, preferring
masturbation over couple sex,
history of sexual trauma, and sexual
orientation conflicts).

Characteristics and Causes of
Sexual Dysfunctions

Professionals debate whether sexual
problems should be considered
medical, psychological, or relational
problems. Clinicians refer to several
distinctions in characterizing the
nature of a sexual dysfunction. First,
they question whether a dysfunction
is attributable to psychological factor,
such as depression or relationship
problems, or is due to a combination
of psychological factors and physical
factors, such as illness or substance
use. They also distinguish between
lifelong and acquired types, as well as
between situational and generalized
sexual dysfunctions. A lifelong
dysfunction has been present since the
beginning of active sexual functioning,
whereas acquired problem has
developed following a period of normal
functioning. Situational dysfunctions
occur with only certain types of sexual
stimulation, situations, or partners,
whereas generalized dysfunctions are
not limited.

The reality is that sexual problems are
multi-causal and multidimensional.
Hence, sexual dysfunctions can be
caused by psychological problems,
physical/medical problems, or
their interaction. The psychological
factors leading sexual dysfunction
most commonly involve negative
attitudes towards sex, traumatic or
stressful experiences or conflicts with
sexual partners. A number of factors,
including medical iliness, side effects
of drugs, nervous system injury and
hormonal deficiencies can cause
sexual dysfunctions. Medical illness
(such as diabetes, blood pressure,
heart disease, cancer) does not stop
sexual function, but it usually does
alter it.

One feature of sexual dysfunctions is
that sometimes, sexual dysfunctions
are signs or symptoms of problems
in a person’s life that do not directly
pertain to sexuality. For example, a
person who is very upset about job-
related stresses or family problems
may develop sexual performance
problems.Attimes, people are noteven
aware of the connection between the
sexual problem and other life stresses;
and, of course, some sexual problems
are more clearly connected than
others to problems within a particular
relationship or to experiences in the
person’s past in which the foundation
of a sexual problem was established.

You may wonder where to draw the
line between ordinary variations in
human sexual responsiveness and
the pattern of psychological disorder
represented by a sexual dysfunction.
Sexual dysfunctions involve persistent
and recurrent symptoms. To illustrate

this point, consider two examples.
Some months after the birth of her
second child, Yeshi finds that she
cannot regain her former interest
in having sexual relations with her
husband. At her sister’s advice, Yeshi
and her husband take a week vacation
during which Yeshi’s sister will care for
the baby and older children. Although
she still experiences occasional
fatigue that dulls her sexual appetite,
Yeshi regains her previous interest in
sexual activity. This is because she
does not have a disorder because
her symptoms are temporary and
non-recurrent. Treatment would not
necessarily be indicated, other than
her sister’'s commonsense advice.

In contrast to Yeshi’s situation, the
condition of Tadelech’s desire for
sexual relations with her husband has
dwindled for the past 2 years, until
it is now very infrequent. Tadelech
eventually seeks treatment when she
realizes that, unless things change,
her husband might give up on her and
look for sexual gratification outside
the wedlock. Tadelech’s loss of sexual
desire has been persistent and is
considered dysfunctional.

It is important to realize that, at
times, other psychological problems
are the basis of sexual difficulties.
For example, abnormally low sexual
desire in someone who is depressed
would not be considered grounds for
diagnosing a sexual dysfunction but,
instead, would be regarded as part of
the depression.

Many people with sexual dysfunctions,
and even some professionals treating
them, are quick to conclude that all
sexual problems must be emotionally
caused; they fail to consider that a
sexual problem may be associated with
physicalillness, medication, or general
level of health. For example, diabetes
is a medical condition that affects
millions of people in the world and is
known to cause sexual dysfunction,
particularly erectile problems in
men. Without an understanding of
this connection and comprehensive
medical assessment, clinician could
draw erroneous conclusion that
a man’s sexual problem is due to
emotional or interpersonal causes.

Moreover, sexual problems can begin
fairly innocuously but then develop
into something more serious because
of anxiety about the problem. For
example, Kebede, who is preoccupied
with  work problems, experiences
difficulty one night in getting an

continued on page 12
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