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The World Health Organization (WHO,
2006) defines sexual health as a state of
physical, emotional, mental, and social well-
being, not merely the absence of sexually
transmitted infections. This definition
highlights that sexuality cannot be
understood in isolation from an individual's
broader mental and social health,
emphasizing the holistic nature of the human
sexual experience. This comprehensive view
moves beyond a  problem-centered,
biomedical approach, acknowledging the
intricate interplay between psychological,
physical, and social dimensions that
contribute to a positive and respectful sexual
life (Andreoli et al., 2024). Indeed, sexual
well-being encompasses comfort with
sexuality, sexual self-esteem, self-
determination, safety, security, respect, and
resilience, which are crucial irrespective of
an individual's sexual activity or relationship
status (Goold et al., 2023). Furthermore, a
pleasurable sexual life significantly enhances
assertiveness within social and marital
contexts, thereby fostering the longevity of
interpersonal relationships (Lara et al., 2023).
This underscores the profound and reciprocal

relationship  between an  individual's
psychological well-being and their capacity
for a fulfilling sexual life. It is not merely a
statement of correlation, but a recognition of
deep interdependence: each is integral to the
existence and quality of the other.
Psychological wellbeing and a regulated
nervous system are essential for the intricate
interplay of intimacy, desire and pleasure
(Basson, 2001; Nimbi et al., 2021). Polyvagal
theory introduced by Stephen Porges (2011)
states that a sound mental health is
indispensable for a good sexual wellbeing.
For instance, the ventral vagal system is
associated with intimacy expression. The
ventral vagal system ensures curiosity,
playfulness, and openness to connection
which are essential building blocks for a
fulfilling and satisfying sexual connection.
On the other hand, when the autonomic
nervous system is dominated by sympathetic
state, our sexual experiences  are
characterized by performance anxiety, or
even avoidance. Similarly, when dorsal vagal
system dominates, both desire and arousal
diminish and intimacy is replaced with
disconnection in the sexual realm (Brotto &
Luria, 2014). This highlights the importance
of a regulated nervous system in maintaining
a pleasurable and satisfying sexual
expression and the critical link between
mental health and sexual wellbeing.

In the similar vein, sexual dysfunctions can
be viewed as problems resulting from the
dysregulated nervous system. The mental
health concerns, like anxiety, depression, and
trauma, all of which are associated with
dysregulated nervous system are known to be
linked with hypoactive sexual desire, arousal
difficulties, and orgasmic disorders. Trauma
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victims ~ often  experience  avoidance,
numbness, and detachment in intimate
encounters (Meston et al., 2020). On the
other hand, persistent sexual dysfunctions
lead to lowered self esteem and quality of
life, strained relationship quality and further
worsening the anxiety and depression
symptoms. The result is clear: both
psychological health and sexual health are
inseparable and the nervous system provides
a bridge between the two.

Clinicians can help the individuals with
sexual health difficulties by emphasizing the
central role of nervous system in regulating
one’s sexual health. Simple strategies like
mindfulness help clients come out of their
defensive state into the ventral vagal state
where intimacy feels positive. The
techniques such as regular eye contact, gentle
touch, and synchronized spooning which are
often employed by couple therapy rekindle
sexual arousal and intimacy. The use of such
techniques regulates our nervous system and
reframe the sexual responsiveness. On the
other hand, the mental health services that
ignore sexual health leave essential aspects of
wellbeing unaddressed while sexual health
services without a focus on mental health
issues only bring temporary relief. A
biopsychosocial model that allows the
nervous system regulation brings a more
lasting and comprehensive approach to both
psychological and sexual health.

In conclusion, there can be no sexual health
without mental health. The intimacy, desire,
arousal, and orgasm are not only
physiological phenomena but are also
neurobiological processes that involve a
complex interplay between psychological
and sexual health (Schaffir et al., 2019). The
Polyvagal Theory offers an empirical
framework that explains the complex
interdependence  between  aspects  of
psychological and sexual health and builds a
strong platform for holistic care instead of
offering only symptom focused approaches.
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If sexual health is to be fully realized as part
of overall well-being, then mental health and
nervous system regulation must be
recognized as its foundation.
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