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Latest statistics say that 50 per cent of women suffer from 
some sort of sexual dysfunction* – everything from low 
libido to problems with orgasm. Meanwhile, a new book 

from renowned US journalist Daniel Bergner turns many of 
society’s accepted conventions about women and sex upside 

down, suggesting, for example, that we might be the less 
monogamous sex. With a rumoured three years to wait for 
a new pill that claims to boost female libido, we sent three 

writers to the most respected sex therapists in the world to 
discover if therapy could hit the spot. 
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a 
powerful cliché is that the big-
gest difficulty with monogamy  
is a disparity between male and 
female libidos and desires. That 

after a while, lust wanes for women, while 
for men it burns on brightly. That, in the long 
term, having sex becomes the sacrifice that 
women make to maintain a happy home, 
while for men the sacrifice comes from 
restraining the urge to have affairs. 

it’s only nature we are told – men are  
genetically programmed to spread their 
seed wide, and women to bag a strapping 
provider then switch focus to procreation. 
Talk to a group of married women about  
how they’d rather read a book, or a group  
of men on a boys’ night out, talking about  
who they fancy at work, and you could well 
believe the truth of it. 

but daniel bergner, 
a writer who has spent 
years interviewing and 
following the work of a 
band of mainly female 
sexual researchers,  
believes the real truth 
is very different. Yes, 
women may well go off 
sex with their partners 
after a time, but the 
reason is that, sexually, they’re bored stiff. 

women are, he says, a lustful gender, but 
over time have been painted into a corner 
as the custodians of monogamy – an idea 
that is, he believes, ‘a fairy tale’. Tear away 
the cultural restraints that underpin the  
stifling narrative we have accepted, give all 
these libido-less women the chance to have 
sex with other men or, indeed, women, and 
they’d be at it like rabbits.

in his book, What Do Women Want? 
(canongate, £10.99) bergner examines  
research in which male and female physio-
logical responses to different sexual stimuli  
was measured, and found that women were 
turned on by a far wider range of images 
than men. Straight sex, gay sex, lesbian  
sex, sex with strangers, monkey sex even  

– women’s vaginal responses showed 
clearly they responded to all of it, although 
when asked they didn’t necessarily admit it.  

researchers in recent years have also  
approached animal studies with a new eye, 
and found, for example, that it is female 
monkeys that initiate sex and that they are 
keen to try different partners – even as the 
male they just did it with is sinking into a 
post-coital doze. 

Dispelling myths
bergner also dispels a few myths women 
tell themselves. One woman insisted she 
would be more open to sex with her hus-
band if he helped out around the house,  
but when he did, it made no difference. The 
true issues of female desire turn out to be 

far more interesting 
than housework.

in this way, bergner 
reframes an outcome 
many people know to 
be true – how hard it 
can be to maintain  
desire with one partner 
– within a stronger  
narrative that immedi-
ately feels more true. 
Yes, you are still sexual, 

very sexual – but where next? For many, a 
monogamous relationship with someone 
we love is the ideal, emotionally and practi-
cally, and the environment we want for our 
children. in the real world we don’t want to 
go out and have sex with strangers; we want 
to want sex with our long-term partners. 

a ‘female viagra’ is on the way; bergner 
wonders if this is the search for a medical 
solution for monogamy. Some women will 
embrace a pharmaceutical solution, but  
for those who don’t – or those who can’t 
wait – the experiences related on the next 
few pages may provide some inspiration.  
Of course, there is no single answer to ‘what 
women want’, or what women need, but  
dispelling the clichés is definitely a power-
ful starting point. 

“In the real world 
we don’t want to go 

out and have sex 
with strangers: we 
want to want sex 

with our long-term 
partners”
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Last year, electronics website 
Gazelle published a survey 
showing that 15 per cent of 

its customers would rather miss 
out on a sexual encounter than be 
without their smartphone for a 
weekend. ‘Only 15 per cent?’  
I thought to myself.  

I am married as, I suspect, were 
a good many of the people surveyed. 
At what point does a night on the 
sofa with your phone become more 
appealing than a bunk-up? Esther 
Perel gets to the heart of it: ‘The 
paradox is we seek in our partner 
someone who will give us stability 
and security, yet at the same time 
we need them to be mysterious, to 
provide novelty and change.’

Perel is one of the world’s 
leading couples therapists, author 
of Mating In Captivity: Sex, Lies 
And Domestic Bliss (Hodder & 
Stoughton, £9.99) and a TED 
speaker with more than 1.5 
million views. I first meet her at  
a seminar in Warsaw. ‘The real 
challenge is the loss of passion,’ she 
tells us. It’s hard to keep that illicit, 
erotic charge alive when you’re 
truly intimate with someone, as 
one of the major inducements for 
sex – for the two people to connect 
– becomes redundant.

One solution, she tells me later, 
is to create psychological distance: 
‘Erotic couples generally have a 

robust sense of separateness. They 
have their own friends, their own 
passions, and they admire each 
other.’ In her book, she suggested 
that one couple stop snuggling 
because it was ‘a sexual appetite 
suppressor’; they were fulfilling 
their basic need for human touch, 
but it was stifling the need for 
anything more. Another couple 
had experienced a six-year sexual 
desert after the birth of their 
second child: the husband could no 
longer separate his wife’s role as 

a sexual partner from her role as 
mother. When she started charging 
for blow-jobs, that did the trick. 

New York-based Perel says one 
of the greatest turn-ons is to see 
your partner in their element, be 
that at work, or in a sporting or 
musical arena. I agree. My wife 
used to be a professional singer. 
She rarely sings any more but  
when she does – let’s just say the 
trumpeters on stage with her aren’t 

the only ones with the horn. 
Mating In Captivity made 

headlines for Belgian-born Perel, 
54, for its pragmatic approach to 
infidelity, but she bristles at being 
defined as some sort of ‘infidelity 
therapist’. She never advocates 
affairs as a solution to marital rigor 
mortis, but she says: ‘In some cases 
it can be a jolt out of complacency, 
a regenerative force over time. 
Sometimes it can kill a couple that 
is dying on the vine, but it can also 
help people to redefine themselves, 
negotiate new terms.’ 

Perel sees non-monogamy by 
consensual agreement becoming 
more acceptable and integrated 
into marriage in the future, much 
as pre-marital sex has become an 
accepted norm and monogamy now 
means having one sexual partner at 
a time rather than one for life. The 
usual figures quoted for infidelity 
in marriage are 30-40 per cent.  
She points out that in the US, the 
majority of couples stay together 
after an infidelity. ‘I don’t think 
people will ever look at infidelity  
as a good thing,’ she says. ‘But we 
now have a generation talking 
about consensual non-monogamy. 
It’s very complex, it demands adult 
people, but it is the next frontier.’

But Perel is not dismissive of 
monogamy in any way. ‘People say 
we are not wired as monogamous 
creatures, and it is true, but so 
what? There are lots of things  
that we are not wired for, but  
we become programmed.’ I have  
that ‘programming’, as does  
my wife, happily, so fidelity is  
non-negotiable for us. Although  
I am guilty of Jimmy Carter-style 
infidelity – he famously admitted 
to ‘lusting in his heart’ – I still can’t 
think of anything more fulfilling 

than a long-lasting, monogamous 
relationship. At the same time, we 
do go through periods where sex is 
not the priority it should be. 

Perel doesn’t measure the success 
of a marriage by the quantity of sex. 
‘I’ve had periods in my relationship 
where, although we still made love,  
it went a little dead,’ she says of her 
30-year marriage (to academic Jack 
Saul). ‘You know those times when 
you feel energised, where you get an 
infusion of energy? You can’t have 
them all the time. Sex is a rolling 
project.’ Eros, as Perel calls it, ebbs 
and flows as a parallel narrative to 
the story beyond the bedroom.
Michael Booth is the author of ‘Eat, Pray, Eat’ 
(Vintage, £8.99)

oN AffAirs: People 
say that having affairs 
makes them feel alive. 
However, many times 
it isn’t so much that 
you want to leave your 
partner, as much as 
you want to leave  
the person you have 
become. And it isn’t 
so much that you are 
looking for another 
person instead of 
your partner, as  
that you are looking 
for another self.  
You really want to 
reconnect with lost 

parts of yourself or  
to discover new parts 
of yourself. 
oN loss: Once you 
love, you have to deal 
with the fact that you 
can lose that love. It’s 
the unbearable truth 
– you can lose the 
person you love to 
death, to illness,  
and to them loving 
someone else.  
I think that is the 
fundamental issue 
really; that you are 
replaceable, that you 
are disposable, that 

you are not unique. 
Discomfort comes 
from knowing that 
reality. But on the 
other hand, if you are 
aware of that reality, 
then you are often 
more likely to try to 
continue to present 
yourself at your best. 
Whereas with many 
couples, people do 
not necessarily 
always present 
themselves  
at their best. 
For more from Esther 
Perel go to estherperel.com
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“We seek stability and security in our 
partner, yet at the same time we need 
novelty and change ”

 The SPOuSe 

Author Michael Booth, 42, married for 12 years, interviews 
renowned sex therapist Esther Perel on ‘mating in captivity’

“You know those 
times when you feel 

energised, where you 
get an infusion of 

energy? You can’t have 
them all the time. Sex 
is a rolling project”

erotIc IntellIgence
By sex therapist, author and speaker Esther Perel
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It’s not very often you get to sit 
on a sofa with a man you know 
is pretty much guaranteed to 

give you an orgasm. Unfortunately, 
I’m not on a date but in my first 
session with Mike Lousada, a 
‘pioneering therapist’ of the ancient 
art of sexual healing. ‘No man  
can give a woman an orgasm,’ he 
corrects. ‘All men can do is create  
a safe place where your normal 
orgasm response can take place.’ 

It’s a safe place that comes highly 
recommended. Feminist writer 
Naomi Wolf describes him in her 
book Vagina (Virago, £12.99), as her 
‘resident adviser for all things yoni’ 
who within one session put her  
into ‘an altered state of bliss’.  
He combines talking therapy and 
bodywork, where massage is used  
to release ‘stuck energy’ in the body 
– and that massage can, but not 
always, include genital massage. 

‘I have clients who say although 
they feel relaxed about sex, they 
can’t have an orgasm. But when you 
investigate, you realise part of them 
feels shame or feels unsafe,’ he says. 
‘It doesn’t have to be as extreme as 
abuse – it can be as subtle as your 
dad telling you to put your clothes 
on when you were little and charging 
around naked. My job is to move a 
client from numbness to pleasure. 
Women say they are disconnected 
from their libido and can’t orgasm, 

but once they do reconnect, it’s not 
only that they enjoy sex, they can 
start to be more creative in general. 
When you reconnect with your 
sexual energy, everything changes.’ 

Sign me up! I cry. But I am only 
being assessed now to see if I am 
suitable for this therapy. You must 
have a strong sense of self, and be well 
physically and mentally. Lousada 
adheres to a strict code and you may 
bring along a chaperone if you wish. 

We agree to start with a talking 
therapy session. Divorced for five 
years, I don’t seem to fancy anyone 
any more. I feel like I’m going 
through the motions. I’m dating,  
but no one is lighting my fire. ‘What 
are you afraid of?’ he asks. Being 

vulnerable, I suppose. What’s wrong 
with that? he asks. ‘You can be hurt 
and feel powerless,’ I reply, crossing 
my arms. ‘So you armour up,’ he says. 

Within half an hour, Lousada 
could sum up with spooky accuracy 
what was going on in my love life. In 
response to my divorce, I’d ‘manned 
up’ – therefore attracting passive, 
feminine men who want me to 
support them. ‘Spot on,’ I say. By  
the time I get to the bedroom, I’m 
too exhausted to take off my clothes. 

I need to take off my armour, not 
my clothes, he says. He suggests some 
dialogue with my seven-year-old self 
to help her feel safe, as well as some 
visualisation and bodywork. ‘Once 
you start to release old wounds, you 
will realign your sexual, feminine 
energy, and start to attract the kind 
of man you want,’ Lousada adds.

A month on, I’ve been approached 
by a six foot two giant at a friend’s 
barbecue. He’s single, sorted and is 
taking me for lunch on Sunday. For 
the first time in a long time, I feel 
excited. It’s a bit too early to whip  
off my clothes but I’ll definitely be 
leaving my chain mail behind. 
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“I don’t seem to fancy anyone any 
more. I’m dating, but feel like I’m just 
going through the motions”
Rose Atkinson, 32, divorced and single, visited sex coach 
Mike Lousada to see if he could help her find her mojo again

 The SiNgle wOmaN   

1Boost your sexual 
centre, the pelvis, with 

an erotic charge. Focus 
on your inhalation. When 
you breathe in, you take 
energy/nourishment in 
– oxygen is what sustains 
us, and keeps us alive. 

2By emphasising the 
in-breath we can 

increase the amount of 
energy we take in. Our 
muscles need oxygen to 

work – the more they 
have (within a sensible 
limit), the more efficiently 
they can work. With a 
greater supply of oxygen 
they receive more blood, 
and this in turn leads to 
greater nerve sensitivity 
– just what you want if 
your genitals are feeling 
a bit numb.

3Now you can create  
a powerful energy 

charge. As you inhale, 
tighten the pelvic floor 
muscles. Imagine that 
you’re drawing up energy 
from the ground through 
your legs. If this seems 
too esoteric, don’t worry. 
The important thing is to 
focus on your inhalation 
and clench the pelvic 
floor muscles at the 
same time.
mikelousada.com

fIre up Your lIbIdo... bY YourSelf
By Mike Lousada, psychosexual somatic practitioner
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Discovering I was pregnant 
while backpacking in South 
America wasn’t really how 

I expected the motherhood journey 
to begin. My partner Nick and I had 
been travelling for three months 
when the blue line appeared on  
a test in a dingy hostel in Bolivia. 
Zachary is now 19 months old and 
it’s been a joyful but, at times, hard 
journey. Sex has never been an 
issue between us before, but having 
a child can leave you feeling tired, 
exhausted and resentful.

A friend recommended Imago 
therapy. It was created by Harville 
Hendrix and his wife Helen LaKelly 
Hunt in the 1980s and their book 
Getting The Love You Want, A Guide 

For Couples (Pocket Books, £8.99), 
has sold more than two million 
copies. Imago suggests we choose 
partners to unconsciously heal 
wounds we accrued when our needs 
weren’t met in childhood. Couples 
are encouraged to talk about the 
real issues rather than just the 
symptoms so they can reconnect.

Trainers Sophie Slade and Bryan 
Greene led the workshop. After a 
warm-up exercise, we were asked 
to volunteer in front of the group. 
Nick and I gave each other a look 
that said ‘go on then’. We sat on our 
chairs opposite each other with 
Slade at our side. One of you talks, 
focusing on how you feel. You are 
instructed to say things like ‘I feel 

frustrated when you don’t clear the 
table’ versus ‘You always leave a 
mess and it’s driving me mad.’ The 
listener is not allowed to respond, 
only to reflect back: ‘So you feel 
frustrated when I…’ The talker may 
go on (and on!) until they’ve said 
everything they want to say. The 
listener has to summarise, validate 
and show empathy for the talker’s 
feelings. ‘I understand how 
frustrating it must feel when…’ 

It’s harder than you think. I 
cried, Nick wanted to react to the 
frustration he felt, but we had to 
stick to the dialogue. Slade sat with 
us, facilitating the exchange, and 
eventually we worked through it.

Another helpful exercise was 
positive flooding. One partner sits 
and the other circles them, flooding 
them with positive affirmations  
for a minute each on personality 
traits, behaviours and physical 
characteristics. You then swap over 
so both get a chance at both roles.

We agreed to arrange a mystery 
date once a month. Slade told us: 
‘Scheduling time, especially for sex, 
may not sound very sexy, but it’s 
often essential to make it happen. 
Then enjoy the anticipation.’

Since the workshop, we’ve  
both been making a bigger effort. 
Walking through the park to go for 
lunch the day after, Nick took my 
hand. It was a small gesture, but  
I felt relief and happiness for our 
future and joint commitment to 
making this work. A good sex  
life for me is rooted in a strong 
emotional as well as physical 
connection with Nick. When he 
held my hand, I felt like I’d fallen in 
love – and lust – all over again.
Sophie Slade is running couples workshops
in the UK in September and November, 
sophieslade.com. Helen Dean blogs at 
theaccidentalparentblogger.wordpress.com

“Sex has never been an issue between 
us before but having a child can leave 
you tired, exhausted and resentful ”

 The PareNTS 

Helen Dean, 35, and her partner tried an Imago relationship 
workshop to reconnect sexually after the birth of their son

How to reconnect

1Focus on what you 
appreciate about each 

other and express it daily. 
It is easier to notice what 
irks you when you’re tired 
or stressed, but being 
appreciative creates a 
positive environment 
within which to work 
through challenges that 
are an inevitable part of 
your growth process.  

2Ask for what you 
need from your 

partner simply and 
directly. ‘You never 
spend time with me any 
more’ means ‘I’d like you 
to spend time with me 
– can we find a way to 
make that happen?’ 
Criticism, blaming and 
shaming drives a wedge 
between you, doesn’t get 
you what you want and 
creates a stressful 
environment for children 
to grow up in. Research 

shows even very young 
children are aware of 
tension between their 
parents. Transform your 
criticisms into requests.

3 Stop trying to prove 
you are right and your 

partner is wrong – get 
curious. As the 13th 
century Persian poet 
Rumi says: ‘Out beyond 
ideas of right-doing and 
wrongdoing, there lies a 
field. I’ll meet you there.’

By Imago relationship therapist Sophie Slade

>>>
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