
Sexual Desire in Focus: A
Therapeutic Approach for
Couples

This handout is intended to aid therapists in addressing sexual health
education within couples therapy, equipping them with the knowledge to
foster a healthier understanding of sexual desire and intimacy among clients.

The Role of Sex Education in Therapy

Addressing sexual health is a critical component of couples therapy. Many
couples lack a comprehensive understanding of sexual desire and health,
making it essential for therapists to provide accurate and empathetic
education. This guide focuses on normalizing various types of sexual desire
and addressing common misconceptions, empowering therapists to
support their clients effectively.
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 Spontaneous vs. Responsive Desire1

A key educational point involves explaining the difference between
spontaneous and responsive sexual desire. Contrary to common media
portrayals, not all individuals experience immediate and intense sexual
desire. Responsive desire, which is more gradual and often stimulated by
external factors, is also entirely normal. For instance, contrasting experiences
of desire between partners, like those of Kelly and James, should be
acknowledged as valid and normal.
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The Dual Control Model2

Introducing the Dual Control Model is crucial in understanding sexual
response. This model includes:

Linear model for spontaneous desire: This represents a straightforward
pathway from desire to arousal and orgasm.
Circular model for responsive desire: This more complex model begins
with a person's openness to sexual activity, requiring external stimuli for
arousal, followed by desire and emotional or physical satisfaction.

These models help clients understand that sexual response varies and that
different pathways of experiencing desire are all valid.

Enhancing Therapeutic Knowledge3

Given that many therapists may not have extensive training in sexual health
education, it’s recommended to familiarize oneself with comprehensive
resources. Books like "The Guide to Getting It On" (Joannides, 2022) and
"Come as You Are" (Nagoski, 2021) can be invaluable for therapists seeking to
deepen their understanding and provide better guidance to couples.

Key Points

 Educate couples on the normalcy of both spontaneous and responsive
sexual desire.

Explain the linear and circular models of sexual desire to clarify different
experiences of arousal and response.

Constantly review and enhance your knowledge of sexual health to better
support and educate couples in therapy.


