M University
of Glasgow

Goold, P., Mitchell, K., Ahmed, N. and Andrews, S. (2023) Sexual
Function and Well-being Special Interest Group: what is in a
name? Sexually Transmitted Infections, 99(8), p. 576.

(doi: 10.1136/sextrans-2023-055930)

There may be differences between this version and the published version.
You are advised to consult the publisher’s version if you wish to cite from
it.

http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/309766/

Deposited on 22 November 2023

Enlighten — Research publications by members of the University of Glasgow
http://eprints.gla.ac.uk



https://doi.org/10.1136/sextrans-2023-055930
http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/309766/
http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/

Sexual Function and Wellbeing Special Interest Group: What’s in a name?
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The sexual function and well-being specialist interest group (SIG) of the British Association
for Sexual Health and HIV aims to improve the quality of care given to patients presenting to
Sexual Health clinics with sexual dysfunction and provide a forum for education, training

and research. It recently changed its name to reflect the positive evolution from a problem-

orientated Sexual Dysfunction SIG.

The emphasis on sexual function aligns with the World Health Organisation definition of
sexual health as ‘a state of physical, emotional, mental and social well-being about
sexuality; not merely the absence of disease dysfunction or infirmity’ (1). It brings in the bio-
psycho-social model of care, which is reflected in the shift of the SIG membership from
doctors to a truly multi-disciplinary group of doctors, nurses, physiotherapists,

psychologists, social-scientists and sex-therapists.

In the shift toward a more positive perspective on sexuality, the SIG has included 'wellbeing'
in their name. The term 'sexual wellbeing' is commonly used in research and clinical practice
but is interpreted in different ways (2, 3). Traditionally, it has been narrowly understood as
a synonym for sexual function or satisfaction. However, there is a growing recognition of

sexual wellbeing as a multidimensional concept (4), distinct but overlapping with sexual



pleasure, health, and justice (5). Drawing from the fields of positive psychology and
subjective wellbeing, we subscribe to a definition of sexual well-being focusing on thoughts
and feelings that represent a summation of sexual experience and expectations for the near
future (5). This understanding includes several dimensions such as comfort with sexuality,
sexual self-esteem, self-determination, safety and security, respect and resilience. These
dimensions are relevant regardless of one's sexual activity or relationship status.
Importantly, sexual wellbeing is not fixed and can improve, or decline, based on new or
reinterpreted experiences. This perspective opens possibilities for intervention and
improvement. Psychosexual therapy can address sexual difficulties, while positive sex
education and high-quality sexual health services can also contribute to enhancing sexual

wellbeing.

Framed in this way, a focus on sexual wellbeing can support new insights into sexual health
disparities at a population level and show how societal and structural factors influence
individuals' capabilities and freedom to experience sexual flourishing (5,6). Moreover, it
helps explore the complexity of sexual issues throughout the lifespan, identify barriers to
accessing services and treatment, and understand the intricate intra and interpersonal
factors that shape individual thoughts and experiences, including feelings of shame or

conflicts within relationships.

By focusing on sexual wellbeing, we shift away from a risk-centric approach and instead gain
a deeper understanding of everyday sexual expression. This perspective acknowledges the
impact of structural influences such as socio-economic inequalities and social identities, as

well as the close links between sexual wellbeing and mental health.



So, what’s in a name? Positive language creates a change for the better in our perception
and action, creating collaboration, advancement and new opportunities; just as the “wrong”
language can perpetuate stigma and discrimination. A holistic approach considers the wider
determinants of health and health disparities, sexual safety and security, and focuses on
empowerment to reclaim one’s sexual agency. Our name matching these goals, brings it
back to our aim of improving the quality of care to those presenting with sexual problems

and support more holistic education, training, and research.

References

1) World Health Organization. Measuring sexual health: Conceptual and practical
considerations and related indicators. World Health Organization; 2010.

2) Lorimer K, DeAmicis L, Dalrymple J, Frankis J, Jackson L, Lorgelly P, McMillan L, Ross J. A
rapid review of sexual wellbeing definitions and measures: should we now include
sexual wellbeing freedom?. The Journal of Sex Research. 2019 Sep 2;56(7):843-53.

3) Sundgren M, Damiris |, Stallman H, Kannis-Dymand L, Millear P, Mason J, Wood A, Allen
A. Investigating psychometric measures of sexual wellbeing: a systematic review. Sexual
and Relationship Therapy. 2022 Feb 10:1-26.

4) Martin KM, Woodgate RL. Concept analysis: The holistic nature of sexual well-being. Sexual and
Relationship Therapy. 2020 Jan 2;35(1):15-29.

5) Mitchell KR, Lewis R, O'Sullivan LF, Fortenberry JD. What is sexual wellbeing and why
does it matter for public health?. The Lancet Public Health. 2021 Aug 1;6(8):e608-13.

6) Lorimer K, Greco G, Lorgelly P. A new sexual wellbeing paradigm grounded in capability
approach concepts of human flourishing and social justice. Culture, health & sexuality.
2022 Dec 13:1-6.



	Enlighten Accepted coversheet
	R BASHH column STI journal_12723

