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While prevalence studies consistently report frequent sex dysfunction among U.S. couples (40-50% of couples at any given time), an even greater percent (78%-95%) complain of common sexual difficulties (Frank, Anderson, & Kupfer, 1976; Laumann et al., 1994; Metz & Seifert, 1991). For example, sex partners sometimes complain of disagreements over sexual  frequency, styles, and preferred behaviors (self pleasuring, oral sex, etc.), amount or quality of partner interaction, experiences of sexual boredom, hypersensitivity to the sexual partner, anxiety about intermittent sex performance problems, interpersonal conflicts over fertility prescriptions, whether or not to share fantasies, watch erotic videos together, or discomfort with sex. 


Clinical experience has taught us that some of these sexual difficulties can arise from (A) differing goals or purposes for being sexual together; and (B) misunderstandings about the different styles of sexual arousal and the behavioral patterns that are typical for each.

(A) There are FIVE GENERAL FUNCTIONS OR PURPOSES FOR SEX:



(1) Reproduction or procreation



(2) Sensual enjoyment or physical pleasure



(3) Individual Self-Esteem and confidence



(4) Relationship closeness or satisfaction


Reproduction or procreation is the "natural" or biological function of sex. Physical pleasure is thought to be the basic function of sex in long term, satisfying sexual relationships -- what keeps partners' interactive. Individuals may also seek  enhancement of their self-esteem through sex, and pursue feelings of self-worth, confidence, or pride in being and functioning as a sexual person. A fourth function is the use of sex for a variety of relationship qualities, such as love, intimacy, affection, and joy. In healthy relationships, these are positive purposes.  In dysfunctional relationships, the purposes are more negative, such as manipulation, destructive control, or hurt. 


It appears that individuals typically pursue each of these four purposes for sex at one time of another in their lives. Often multiple purposes are pursued simultaneously. In fact, when the focus becomes too singular -- for example to reproduce or conceive at all cost as sometimes happens for infertile couples -- sex can become distressing and dysfunctional. 


It also appears that the priority or ratio of one purpose to another can fluctuate significantly from time to time -- even day to day. For example, one partner may engage in sex with 40% of the purpose to feel the physical pleasure, 40% for relationship "love", 10% for self-esteem, and 10 % for procreation. The other partner may seek sex for 60% procreation, 20% self-esteem, 10% love, and 10% for pleasure. The potential for conflicted sexual interaction then exists as the partners may feel this difference in "agenda". Realizing and accepting that we have sex for multiple and fluctuating purposes, clarifying the sexual agenda, and developing more partner congruence is helpful.
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(B) There are THREE GENERAL STYLES OF SEXUAL AROUSAL  -- that is, individuals get "turned on" in a combination of different ways or patterns (Mosher, 1980). 


(1) Sensual Self-Enhancement:

- becoming aroused by focusing upon one’s own body, the calming physical sensations, the sensual pleasure;  


(2) Partner Involvement:

- becoming aroused by focusing upon the partner, his/her body, his/her responses, and the 



“romantic” interaction with the partner;


(3) Role Enactment:

- becoming aroused by one's private imagination or fantasy, role playing with one’s sexual

 partner, or acting out one’s feelings or fantasies.


These styles behaviorally look different. The individual pursuing arousal primarily by "self-entrancement," for example, typically closes one's eyes, goes within, becomes quiet, and looks detached and passive. Routine, sameness, and stylized touch help this person to become aroused. One the other hand, the person who pursues arousal by "Partner Involvement" is very active, eyes open, looking at the partner, talkative (romantic or "sweet" talk), and energetic. This is the sexual style portrayed on television and in movies -- passionate and impulsive sex. The partner involvement person gets pleasure and excited by focusing attention outside one's body -- such as seeing the partner respond -- and getting carried away in sexual tension. The person aroused by "Role Enactment" finds fantasy, variety, and experimentation arousing, such as dressing in sexy lingerie, role playing being "tough" or "hard to get", acting out a scene from a movie or fantasy, having sex in new places (e.g., vacation), using "toys" such as massage oil, vibrator, dildoe, etc.  By imagination and trying new things, this person finds excitement and arousal through sexual playfulness, feeling a trust, freedom, and uniqueness with the lover.


Each style is common and one is not better than another.  It is thought that men regularly employ “partner involvement” and women often use sensual “self-entrancement.”  While individuals appear to have a preference for one style, every person has the capacity for arousal by each style and may use them interchangeably.  For example, an individual may begin love-making with role enactment, change to partner involvement, and then switch to entrancement.  An individual's use of the three styles seems to vary over time. It is likely that there are developmental stages which individuals and couples go through. For example, early in a couple's sexual life, partner involvement seems common, giving way to individual entrancement and a more "sedate" sexuality for a while, then enlivened with role enactment, or a resurgence of partner involvement. Many individuals report that the fluctuations are probably not so stable, however, and that they may pursue a different type of arousal even from one sexual meeting to the next -- Tuesday, entrancement, "because I was very tired"; and Saturday, partner involvement because I was really appreciating my partner."  


Sexual partners who may not realize that there are different kinds of arousal may misinterpret their partner's behavior in a hurtful, personalized way. For example, the primarily entrancement focused individual having sex with a partner involvement person would likely find the partner involvement individual's love-making efforts distracting (the looking, talking, heavy breathing, interacting, being expressive and passionate), and wonder why the lover is "interrupting" or seeming to work against their arousal. The partner involvement person, on the other hand, might interpret the entrancement partner as "disinterested", "rejecting", or bored. The potential for misunderstanding and hurt is evident.


Learning that people have different purposes and ways of getting aroused helps couples appreciate their differences and accept them. It also helps couples to cooperate so that both partners may feel respect and caring from the other as they mutually pursue satisfying sex for each other, and the preferred ways of getting aroused. Sharing and discussing one's sexual feelings, cooperating, and collaborating in pleasure, are perhaps the most crucial sexual skills.
