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Praise for MIND THE GAP by Dr Karen Gurney:


‘This book taught me so much about female desire. A must read!’ – Cherry Healey


‘Reveals how you can supercharge desire in a long relationship’ – Daily Mail


‘Mind The Gap by Dr Karen Gurney reveals the essential factors that drive women’s desire and explains how you can harness them to achieve brilliant, satisfying sex long into old age.’ – Red


‘Nothing stays the same as we age, and that includes our sex lives. But how we approach intimate moments can mean the difference between satisfaction and disappointment. That’s the premise behind Harley Street psychologist Dr Karen Gurney’s debut book Mind the Gap.’ – Sheer Luxe


‘[one of] the best books of 2020 to shop now’ – Glamour magazine


‘Mind the Gap sets out to dispel some long-held sexual myths’ – Vogue


‘Drawing upon her clinical experience, certified psychosexologist Dr Karen Gurney lays bare the history of sex, its role in society, bedroom inequality and libido – alongside actionable advice on how to have the kind, and frequency, of sex you want.’ – Women’s Health


‘I thoroughly recommend Dr Karen Gurney’s book Mind The Gap if you’d like to explore more about how sexual desire isn’t something we should expect to be constantly present so long as we ‘love’ or ‘fancy’ someone, but is actually dependent upon all sorts of additional contextual factors, and how understanding all these – and to some extent, planning around them – can aid us in fostering greater desire if we wish to.’ – Alix Fox, Grazia
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About the Book


‘A complete game-changer for my relationship’ Hannah Witton


‘Throw away the "new baby" books, THIS is the only book all parents need to read’ Dr Martha Deiros Collado


‘An inclusive, expert guide to an issue that affects all kinds of parents’ Tom Cox (@unlikelydad)


There’s a saying that having a baby is like a bomb going off in your relationship, and our sex lives are often part of the destruction left behind. But it doesn’t have to be this way.


Sexual satisfaction is at its lowest for couples who have young families. Sleepless nights, plus changes to our bodies, identities and priorities mean that the passion that brought you together can start to feel like a distant memory. But how can you retain a great sexual connection even when you have so little time? How can you make sure that you still feel like sexual partners not just strung out co-parents at the end of the day?


Dr Karen Gurney is a consultant clinical psychologist and certified psychosexologist. In this essential book for parents everywhere, she will show you how to navigate the changes to your intimate lives that starting a family inevitably brings - and ensure you have great sex, forever. You’ll discover how to communicate, how to invite intimacy, how to avoid key relationship pitfalls and how to survive the chaos and pressures of family life, and sleep deprivation at every stage. Optimistic, wise and compassionate, this book shows you how to protect your sex life after kids, (re)connect with both your own sexual self and your partner’s, and how to have a mutually satisfying sexual relationship, long-term.










Preface



All at Sea


I began learning to sail at the age of twelve. My beloved next-door neighbour, Jim, had a small boat he had built himself, which he took out on a local lake. I was his crew for many years, spending evenings after school and Sundays gliding through the water, my mouth watering from the aroma of the local bakery making tomorrow’s loaves as it drifted across the lake. I developed a love of the terminology, the adrenaline and the clanking of the halyards on the mast in calm water. Then, as a teenager, I was lucky enough to be selected for a few weeks at sea on a 150-foot three-masted schooner in the Atlantic ocean with thirty other teenagers (NB: imagine a pirate ship and you’re picturing it right). We were pushed to the limits with seasickness, terrifying storms and rewarded with camaraderie, escorts of playful dolphin families and a thirst for more. As part of this experience, I met Sir Robin Knox-Johnston, a British sailor who was the first person to perform a single-handed non-stop circumnavigation of the globe in 1969. Knox-Johnston gave a jaw-dropping account of his trip and the vast amount of knowledge one needs to survive the ocean.* Inspired by this, as I got older, my interest turned to the more technical aspects of the sea as well as the practical: tides, weather, navigation, boat maintenance, chart reading. Learning about sailing fitted with my love of the sea and my nature (I like to know the technical aspects of things inside out, which is a bit of a running joke in my family). I went on to pass my skipper theory and practical exam as the only woman in the class, and continued to race small boats and skipper large sailing boats over the decades that followed.


Now, every good sailor knows that the power of the sea should never be underestimated. A boat navigating stormy seas must bow to the sea’s strength and accept that, in open water, any boat is insignificant in comparison to the natural forces acting upon it. The captain and crew are not powerless, however, even though it may appear this way at times. They have the ability to recognize and accept the weather, understand the direction of the wind and predict the pull of the tide. They can make decisions to take action, by spilling wind from their sails, changing course or weathering the storm.


Some parts of the voyage will be more intense and will require efforts of preservation only. Fierce storms will lead sailors to ‘batten down the hatches’ – sailing speak for protecting the boat and focusing on staying afloat only until the storm passes, accepting that they will be tossed around by its force for some time. Other parts of the voyage may encounter choppy seas, but will allow the crew to take more control of their vessel, and navigate purposefully through them, albeit without much grace. There will also be periods of plain sailing where the weather is fine and the sea is calm; at this point the crew can take care of any damage the boat has endured or make good progress with their journey.


No sailor enters into the sea without a purpose or a final destination in mind, and an awareness of the best course or trajectory is essential to a successful voyage. After a period of bad weather, sailors might ask themselves: ‘How did that knock us off course?’, and right this as soon as is within their power. Good sailors have an awareness that, particularly with long voyages, a very small change in trajectory caused by bad weather, or a change of tide, can lead to an entirely different destination if this course is left uncorrected over a long distance. It is important, therefore, to carefully take stock of your position regularly and use this knowledge to make small changes of trajectory, or adjust the sails as needed. Making such checks and righting trajectories prevents sailors and their vessels ending up unexpectedly at a final destination that is quite different to where they intended. This is not about discounting the power of the sea, or feeling exempt from its force, but accepting its power and working with it respectfully. At some point the weather will pass, and clearer skies will emerge.


To my mind, as a sailor and as a parent, there is no better metaphor to guide us through the subsequent chapters than this one. The force that parenthood exerts on your relationship and sex life is beyond your control, and at times you will feel powerless against it. Getting through it relatively unscathed will be the best you can do at times, and there are ways to do this that will allow you to preserve the boat (your relationship) in a good state until the storm passes. At other times, taking stock of the course you are currently on and making small tweaks to adjust your trajectory will allow you to find yourself at a destination that is favourable, maybe years down the line. And this is possible even in the choppy waters of fatigue, and with huge waves of life admin crashing down on the boat that is your relationship.


As a clinical psychologist specializing in helping people get the sex lives they want, I see the impact of an unfavourable trajectory and unwanted destination in the couples who come to see me when their kids are teens or adults, wondering how they ended up where they did. They weren’t to blame for the storm: the storm is part of the deal. What they weren’t given were the skills to navigate the boat when the sea was rough – the skills to weather the storm, preserve the boat and emerge safely and happily into calmer seas and then onward to a sunnier destination. This is the purpose of this book. I’m looking forward to joining you on your voyage and supporting your safe passage to sunnier climes, whatever weather you currently find yourself in, and no matter where you are on your journey.










Introduction



There’s a certain irony in the fact that the very act that leads to having children for many of us is often, ultimately, ruined by it also. It’s true that we shouldn’t expect the same sex life that we had before, when all-day brunches were still easy to organize and lie-ins were ten-a-penny. It’s also true that your sex life can survive having kids, and may even (dare I say it) end up being better off for it. So let me tell you how to weather the storm and emerge feeling more connected and satisfied than ever.


Having children is a colossal life event and, understandably, for a period of time takes our attention and focus away from other important parts of our identity, including our sexual selves. For many people sex fades out of focus for a while, and then gets back on track without a sense of urgency or problem, weeks, months or years later. For others, a change in their sex lives feels more pressing, either because their sexual expression is a really pivotal part of their identity, so the loss feels greater, or because its absence presents challenges for their relationship. Sex can be a pursuit that, when we access it, allows us to relax and truly feel like ourselves. This can feel even more needed in the transition to parenthood, as it can feel so exhausting, and so easy to lose oneself in it. Some of you may be worrying about relationship security – especially now you have a family – and so making sure sex is okay can be part of protecting the relationship for the sake of the whole family. For others, the changes your body has been through with pregnancy and birth, or, in contrast, being the person who did not give birth and perhaps feels a little excluded, might have made you feel insecure, and sex is a way you can feel wanted and prioritized by each other. The key thing is that sex means different things to each of us, but is often integral to our psychological wellbeing, or the health of our relationship. For this reason keeping our sexual relationship boat seaworthy even in these choppy seas can be invaluable.


I wrote this book because you asked me to. My first book, Mind The Gap: The Truth About Desire and How to Futureproof Your Sex Life (Headline Home, 2020), was about the challenges of maintaining desire in long-term relationships, and although the sex lives of parents featured, there was too much to say about desire to focus on the specific challenges of parenthood in a meaningful way as well. My online course on this topic is extremely popular, but my inbox was full of requests to write a follow-up book specifically based on how to not let having kids ruin your sex life, so here it is.


This book is for all parents, not just women. I mention this as women are often positioned as the default captains of the boat, too often bearing the brunt of parenthood tasks when in relationships with men. I don’t want ‘fixing our sex life’ to be yet another item on the mental to-do list they have to deal with, with their needing to read the book then being the sole implementer of all they have learned. But the other reason I mention the fact that this book is for all genders is that many men are struggling with their sex lives after becoming parents and tell me they don’t know where to turn. People of all genders are affected when sex isn’t going to plan.


Before we get much further, a note at this point about language and inclusivity. I’ll be talking about birth parents and non-birth parents at times, to be inclusive of all families, but I’ll mention gender specifically when relevant to the research. Parents in same gender/sex relationships are subject to the same parenting stressors as opposite sex couples (with some unique differences, which I’ll mention where relevant). There is a lack of research into sex for trans and non-binary parents, however, so although much of this info will fit just as well, please accept my apologies for the lack of further specific mention at points. I’m well aware of the binary nature of sex science and the over focus of cisheterocentric research into parenthood.*


You will benefit from reading this book from start to finish, as there is a chronological story of our sex lives to be understood, with each new phase we begin informed by the last. Though I’ve tried to keep each chapter succinct and practical to acknowledge that the very reason you are reading this book is that you are time-poor. If you can, try to encourage each other to read this book together, or in parallel. It takes two people’s understanding and efforts to make changes to get the sex life they both want, so this book is for both partners equally.† You’ll find many of the tasks I set are for you to discuss together. There is a reason for this, which is that often in these discussions great changes can happen. But don’t feel too disheartened if you haven’t got buy-in from your partner on this just yet. There may be a small change suggested in this book that you can get them to agree to try out, and seeing the difference this makes may give them the nudge they need to pick up this book too and engage with it further.


I’ll start with an introduction to why sex matters to relationships and also give you an opportunity to take stock of where things are at for you currently, alongside examining the history behind your personal journey so far. I will then take you through the unique features of the different ‘weather and sea conditions’ that you will go through in your sexual relationship as parents, and how each of them will contribute to the trajectory of your sex life in their own, distinct way. Within most chapters you’ll find tasks to aid your thinking, communication or problem solving for you and your partner to do separately or together. Each section aims to encourage you, where needed, to make the smallest change of course possible to have the biggest impact on your future destination. I’ve written the book this way as I know you have a busy life, with much to juggle (I’m a parent of two myself – I get it!). I also know, as a therapist supporting people with their sex lives, that the least time investment for the biggest reward is always a fruitful way to make change. Parenting is a long journey, so drastic changes of course are rarely necessary. But taking a position and being aware of your current trajectory and potential future destination almost certainly is.


Finally, a word on hope.


One of the hardest things people tell me they feel they have to deal with when their sex life isn’t going so well is feeling clueless about being able to fix it. I want you to know that the power to make changes sits entirely within you and your relationship, and I will show you how. I also want you to know that even if you can’t make a practical change just now, knowing that what’s happening is normal, and finding ways to get through it without it reducing your relationship satisfaction is an achievable goal with considerable psychological benefit.


Having a great sex life after having kids is challenging but absolutely possible.
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Learning the ropes


Why does sex matter anyway?


Parenthood can be a rollercoaster of joy and resentment. One minute you are watching your partner making your child giggle in a scene of family bliss and wondering how you got so lucky. The next you are watching them drop their socks on the floor and asking yourself ‘When did they last get up in the night or put a load of washing on?’ In my clinic, I notice that sex can be another irritation that gets added to the ever-growing list of irksome things in this phase of life. Sex, when it’s not going so well, can be just another source of increasing frustration, chipping away at relationship satisfaction over time.


There are numerous studies detailing the psychological and relationship consequences of an unhappy sex life. We know that, among other things, sexual problems in monogamous relationships are associated with decreased relationship quality, thoughts of infidelity and lower personal wellbeing.1 Not being happy with sex in a monogamous relationship can lead to resentment, feeling disconnected, or can leave one or both partners vulnerable to the idea of meeting their sexual needs elsewhere.


In my work, I notice we lack understanding as a society about how and why sex matters in relationships. Sex is often positioned as merely a physical pursuit, diminishing its psychological and relational importance in our lives. Research tells us that, when couples have sex, they are more likely to report a better mood and relationship satisfaction on that day and for the next day or two afterwards.2 3 Studies have also shown that sexual satisfaction is a good predictor of overall relationship quality,4 and can predict relationship satisfaction years down the line.5 There is also strong evidence that having a good sex life is associated with boosts to our mood and relationship stability,6 so, as much as we might like to think of sex as a frivolous recreational pursuit, there are some clear reasons why we might want to nurture our sex lives if we hope for a final destination of a happy life, and a happy relationship with the same partner over time.


Something less well known, and I would argue less utilized as a tool at our disposal, is the protective impact that feeling sexually connected can have more broadly on new parents’ relationship satisfaction over time. It’s not just about preventing problems from occurring. Sex itself – as long as it’s a source of satisfaction and joy – can actually act as a sort of glue that holds your relationship together when other cracks may start to appear in times of stress, such as having young children. Research tells us that sexual satisfaction can improve the emotional climate of our relationship, helping us feel more connected and more like a team.7 Think of it as strengthening the structure of the boat. Also relevant to parenthood is the fact that relationship quality is strongly connected to sexual satisfaction, and relationship quality has been shown to influence the psychological wellbeing of children raised by those parents.8



What does sex mean to you, your partner and your relationship?



In the past, you may have assumed that sex is just something you should feel like and should be doing in a ‘normal’ relationship with someone you love, but have you ever examined it beyond this? Why does it actually matter to you? Does it? What do you get from it? Do you know why it matters to your partner? Are you right about this? How does it impact your relationship? It’s likely that you and your partner might have different reasons why sex matters to you and that’s okay. Understanding each other’s reasons is important, and having differences here can be the first problem we encounter in our sex lives when things don’t go to plan. One of the keys to getting the sex life you want post kids is to look a little deeper and figure out why it matters.


Take Ben and Jo as an example. Ben was unhappy with the amount of sex he and Jo had been having since their first child, Rohan, was born. He frequently let Jo know this, and Jo felt irritated and harassed by the frequency with which he brought this up. When I saw them for therapy, they had reached a stalemate around this topic (this is usually what brings people to see me, and by the time we meet, sex has often become a subject that is hard to discuss without high emotion). We started to delve into the meaning of sex for each of them personally, and what they felt it signified for the relationship. Jo described that she felt sex was something she did for fun, at times out of obligation, and when she wanted to feel close to Ben. At this point in their life, she told me that sex was less important to her than it had ever been. From Jo’s perspective, they had just had their first child and become a family of three, and she had never felt more settled and secure in their relationship. She didn’t feel she had time for fun, and whereas before she may have felt obligated to have sex at times she knew Ben wanted it, she simply couldn’t take on another person’s needs right now. ‘He’s an adult,’ she told me, ‘he can cope and sort himself out if he’s not okay. I just can’t take on another person’s needs with everything else I’ve got to deal with.’


Ben’s constant talk of sex actually threatened her sense of closeness and contentment. She couldn’t understand why he had to keep bringing it up and she found it irritating and insensitive. She told me, ‘It’s like he can’t see how busy and tired I am, which I find deeply insulting.’


Ben, meanwhile, described that sex, to him, felt like an affirmation of their partnership, and he had always felt more secure in their relationship after they had sex. ‘It’s when I feel most loved and close to her,’ Ben said. ‘I know it’s a cliché, but I see her with Rohan and it’s beautiful, but I feel that I’m left to one side sometimes.’ Ben shared that his own parents had split when he was six, and later in life they had cited the stress of having children as the reason. He described that his biggest fear was parenthood putting distance between them in a way they could never recover from. ‘It’s so important to me that we have a stable family for Rohan,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without them both.’


Arguments about it made this worse and (ironically) disharmony made the need for sex even more important to Ben, creating a circular pattern that they had become stuck in. Jo was unable to see the meaning that sex had for Ben, as she had a different association with sex. Jo saw sex as more frivolous and a ‘nice to have’ rather than the essential glue for their relationship and a conduit for closeness. She was also affected by reductive gendered narratives in society that ‘men are always thinking about sex’,* so it was hard for her to spot a deeper meaning for Ben than the physical act. Ben was unable to communicate why it mattered so much, as he himself was unaware of this, and instead communicated his dissatisfaction and desperation by sarcastic digs about how long it had been, which, due to how they came out, just strengthened Jo’s hypothesis over time.


The arguments that ensued over sex based on this misunderstanding meant that any desire for being sexual with each other felt further and further away, and also affected their relationship satisfaction. They began to argue more about other things and found co-parenting a challenge, characterized by constant bickering about who was doing more. The more Ben felt distance between them, the more he raised the issue with sex. This is what therapists such as myself call a ‘circular problem’.9 Neither Ben nor Jo is wrong or to blame, but their lack of understanding of each other, different experiences and expectations, and patterns of communicating are keeping them stuck in a pattern of distance and dissatisfaction. At the foundation of this misunderstanding is their lack of awareness of the function of sex for each of them and for the relationship. Their relationship, and their personal wellbeing, was suffering as a result.


What is needed for Jo and Ben (and perhaps for you) is a new lens, and a deeper understanding, to break any unhelpful patterns that may have been inadvertently created, bringing a different perspective and a more nourishing experience.




TASK: What do we want?


Consider the following questions separately, then sit down together and share your answers with each other. If saying what you want out loud feels tricky (talking about sex can be difficult!), can you text or email your answers to each other instead?


Take it in turns answering each of these questions and really listening to each other’s perspective. You don’t need to have similar answers, so try not to be swayed (or irritated) by your partner’s response. There are no right or wrongs here. This task is about understanding each other, not about being on the same page or agreeing. Keep your answers somewhere you can refer back to, if you want, as we will touch on these reasons again later.


Try not to half answer the question. ‘I would like our sex life to be better’ tells us nothing! ‘I would like us to feel sexually connected and to know that you still fancy me even when we’re not having sex’ is more useful.


Similarly, ‘I would feel happier’ is not a full answer that helps us to understand the situation fully. You need to add in the ‘why’, i.e. ‘I would feel happier, as it would make me feel that we are a really strong couple and we still have that spark’ would lead to more understanding.


In an ideal world, how would you like your sex life to be?


I would like our sex life to be _________________


What would be the impact of this on you, personally?


I would feel _______________________________


What would be the impact on your relationship, if your sex life were as you imagined?


We would __________________________________





What if we don’t want the same thing?


Just a little note here on the first question you answered, on how you want your sex lives to be.


I mentioned that you don’t have to have the same answers, and you really don’t. But it can be useful to see if both of your needs can be met by noting each other’s answer, and factoring in some element of compromise into a new, shared answer. Make sure to listen well and try to avoid familiar but less helpful conversations about this topic that you’ve had many times before. After all, they probably haven’t helped so far.


I need you to try to merge, as best as you can, both of your answers to the first question – ‘In an ideal world, how would you like your sex life to be?’ – to find something that works for you both.


It doesn’t need to be perfect, as actually what you will find is that, as things start to improve between you, and your satisfaction grows, things that feel more challenging now will feel easier to achieve. The peak of the mountain always looks higher from ground level. But I do need you to be working as a team towards a mutual goal you can both agree on. If this feels really challenging, and talking together about this stuff feels too hard, don’t be ashamed to seek out more face-to-face sex therapy. But, for now, if you can reach some kind of middle ground you both agree on regarding what you want, that will see you well for the rest of this book.


So go back to that first question. In an ideal world, how would you like your sex life to be? Rewrite both statements into one statement that you both agree on. As an example, below are Ben and Jo’s individual answers, plus their merged one.




Ben: ‘I’d like our sex life to be regular and to feel connected sexually to Jo again so I feel strong in the relationship.’


Jo: ‘I’d like sex to take a back seat for a bit, but for that not to feel like an issue and diminish how strong we feel as a couple.’


Merged goal: ‘We would like to find a way to feel sexually connected that doesn’t rely solely on frequency, so that we can feel like a strong couple in this time where sex feels challenging.’





Can you see how the merged or compromise answer to the ideal world question factors in both of their needs? Ben has asked for regular sex, and Jo has asked for it to take a back seat. Although their answers sound all about frequency, I can tell you frequency here is a red herring. What they are really saying is that they want more of something (connection for Ben) or less of something (pressure for Jo). Making some time for sexual connection, whatever that is for them (and it doesn’t have to be a traditional idea of sex) is the key to what they really want. To feel strong as a couple, and for sex to not be a source of discontentment. This is a course they can set for now, until the direction of the tide or the wind changes again.


In my clinic I have to invite couples to trust me on this, that what they think they want may in fact be a symptom of the ‘circular problem’, not what their relationship actually needs. For example, I’ve met many people like Ben, who feel that their issues with sex as a couple can only be solved if the other person just starts wanting sex much more than they do now. I’ve also met many people like Jo, who are so sick of feeling pressure around sex that they feel they could never have sex again and be quite happy. Both of these positions are ones that the individual people have been recruited into by the circular problem intensifying, not necessarily by what they actually want or need. Something I see happening over and over again with couples as we make small changes, and sex starts to be less of an issue, is that the person in Ben’s position starts to notice frequency is less important than they once thought, and the person in Jo’s position starts to notice that, actually, they do have their own desire and interest in sex, but it had just been stifled by pressure.




TOP TIP: Frequency is almost always a red herring


What I mean by this is that the desire for frequency is often not about missing the regularity of sex, but missing the benefits we get from it. As you’ll learn later on, our motivations for sex are much more likely to be about meeting psychological needs, such as wanting to feel desired, special, wanted, connected, like a good couple, close, alive. Try to rewrite your statement to reflect this. For example, instead of ‘In our ideal sex life we’d be having sex X number of times per week/month/year’, you might write: ‘In our ideal sex life, initiation would be easy for each of us, and we would flirt/kiss more and feel sexually connected and like having sex more often. This would leave us both feeling that the other desires us and in touch with our sexuality.’


Take the time now to rewrite that ideal sex life question, incorporating what both of you need, if you haven’t already. This will be important later when we discuss small changes that will make a big difference.


Our ideal sex life would be _______________________________________







TOP TIP: Avoid the familiar


Generally, conversations which are ‘known and familiar’, such as the same old argument again and again, aren’t useful and can do more harm than good. If you notice that you are having a discussion that you’ve had many times before, it might be worth giving each other permission to stop and say: ‘We’ve been here before, haven’t we? Shall we not go there? Why don’t we both calm down and come back to this later and try to find another way to discuss it?’ This can stop you both in your tracks and prevent you from going down a rabbit hole of animosity or conflict.





Help! One of us cares about sex, but the other doesn’t!


This is a very common experience and it’s often not as straightforward as it looks initially. It can often be a statement about people’s differing experiences of desire at that point in their lives. And it might well be the case that one of you could take or leave sex at the moment quite happily, but is a relationship without sex in the long term actually what you want? What would be the impact of this? Are there benefits of having sex that you desire, if not the sex itself? Perhaps you have no desire for sex just now, but you still wish to have a sex life together, as you feel it would be good for each of you, or good for the relationship. A lack of feeling desire throughout the day, week or month is not the same as not wanting to feel desire or not wanting a sex life. It is common to feel that it is partly due to how we’ve been socialized to think about desire as society, in essence as something that we should feel out of the blue for our partner. As you will learn in Chapter 3 (if you don’t know this already), desire often doesn’t function like this in long-term relationships.


There are plenty of people whose sexual orientation is such that they don’t wish to be sexual with another person (asexuality), and so would happily have a relationship without sex (or with very little sex) without this causing distress for them or feeling that anything is missing. This is perfectly fine as long as it is something that works for you both. It’s also the case that our physical attraction to a person we hoped to always maintain a physical attraction to can wane, and this can (obviously) make having sex with them extremely difficult. For some people, having children temporarily masks a lack of attraction, as it can be easier to explain a lack of sex as about convenience or tiredness, rather than have a more challenging conversation about a loss of attraction and what this means for the relationship. Physical attraction or sexuality are not aspects of ourselves that we can easily change on demand, even if we wanted to, and a lack of attraction or a clash of sexual orientations can obviously make it hard to fix a troubled sex life.


If you find yourselves in either of these positions, your conversations might look quite different to the conversations in the rest of this book, but they are still important to have. Have you always felt like this about being able to take or leave sex with others, but perhaps have only just allowed yourself to lean into it? What would it mean for the two of you if physical attraction never came back? How long would you wait to see? Is having mutual sexual attraction in your relationship a dealbreaker for you, or not? Although talking about this can feel terrifying, opening up options, such as separating amicably but co-parenting, staying together and co-parenting without sex, or staying together, co-parenting and opening up your relationship, might be a better solution than years of arguing about sex in these circumstances and the psychological impact of this on the whole family.


Help! We have totally different ideas about what we want!


More middle-ground hunting is required here. Hold in mind the purpose of this discussion of creating a merged goal that works for you both rather than insisting all your needs are met from the get-go. Often this means looking for the commonality between you and weaving back and forward between the two of you to create something that connects the two, a bit like we did with Jo and Ben. I would suggest, in the true spirit of battening down the hatches and just getting through each phase as best you can, that a best-fit-is-better-than-nothing rule applies here. If you find a temporary fix that isn’t perfect but partially meets both your needs for a time, this can be a much easier position from which to improve things further, later down the line. It gets easier and easier to get on the same page with sex as you improve things more generally, and you can set a new goal in six months, or whenever. You don’t have to build Rome in a day.


Help! We can’t do this without arguing!


If this is you, put this conversation on hold for now, and read Chapter 7 on communication. It may be that you need to do a little work here first before you can have this discussion. This may be as sex has become a subject that’s too fraught, or as really listening to each other has become too difficult. Come back to this task when you feel you’ve had some time to work on communication more generally. Don’t worry that you haven’t been able to do it yet, as you’ve still hopefully learned something that you didn’t know before – that sex might need to be understood more first, and done more second.


Why does sex matter anyway?


So why is sex important to us, our partners or our relationship and why does it matter if we don’t have it? Well, we’ve already outlined what we know from sex and relationship science about how staying connected sexually is good for your relationship satisfaction, psychological wellbeing and relationship climate. It also makes seeking sex with someone outside the relationship on the grounds of dissatisfaction (for those who are monogamous) less likely. Feeling sexually satisfied doesn’t just help us with our own mood and wellbeing, but can act a bit like ‘relationship savings’, which we can dip in to when needed, perhaps when we’re vulnerable to feeling a bit ratty with each other. It’s there to draw on when times are tough.


It’s not hard to deduce why this gets more important when you have kids, as the stress of being a parent can take its toll on even the best of relationships. Research tells us that new parents have steeper declines in relationship satisfaction compared to nonparents over the same relationship period,10 meaning that having kids can create challenges in your relationship that you wouldn’t have faced without kids. Doing what we can to buffer against this by topping our relationships up with sexual satisfaction can really be make or break for some relationships.


So good sex is protective for our relationships, but why does it matter to us personally? Why do we bother? Well, partly the answer to this is linked with the reasons we have sex in the first place. Ideas in the media will have you believe that sexual activity is a behaviour that naturally follows feeling horny, but actually that is not necessarily the case for many of us. Yes, sometimes we are motivated to be sexual as we notice feeling turned on in our bodies or minds, and feeling like engaging in the act of sex as we are feeling ‘horny’ in this way is referred to in sex science as a ‘sexual motivation’. Where it gets interesting is that it’s often not sexual motivations, such as horniness, that prompt us to seek out and engage in the behaviour of ‘sex’; it’s something else instead.


For many of us in a long-term relationship, this horniness is not there in the beginning when we first have a thought to have sex – it grows over time and as we start to engage in physical intimacy with someone else. There’s another need being met at the beginning that it’s important we are paying attention to. We call these ‘non-sexual motivations’, and they are often what trigger us into being sexual with someone else. They include being motivated to engage in the behaviour of sex to gain other things we need for ourselves and our relationships, such as connection, expressions of love or fun.


It’s both the sexual and non-sexual motivations, meeting psychological needs for us that, without sex, we or our partners feel we are missing out on that cause us distress. Let’s explore this in a bit more detail, as it will be crucial to the success of your sex life moving forward.


In 2007, sex researchers Cindy Meston and David Buss conducted a large-scale piece of research looking at the reasons people engaged in sex. Before this, there had been a few studies citing seven to eight reasons, things like ‘as I felt horny’ or ‘to relieve sexual tension’ or ‘to be emotionally close’.11 Meston and Buss found there was much more to it than this. Two hundred and thirty-seven reasons, in fact, linked with other aspects of our psychological or relational functioning, whether we were referring to casual, regular or outside the relationship partners.


Here’s about 10 per cent of them, for you to get a sense of how varied they are.


[image: image]


Notice how different they are? Some relate to pleasure, some relate to protecting the relationship, some relate to expressing or feeling attractive, some are about placating and some are about obligation, boredom, distraction or similar. Take a minute to consider how motivations to be sexual are represented in films or on TV, one of our primary sources of learning about sex. ‘Good’ sex or desire is almost always portrayed as the ideal of unbridled sexual passion – the ‘out of the blue’ horniness I mentioned earlier. What I’d like you to take away from this is that ‘sexual motivation’ – feeling horny, basically – is often not the driver of sexual activity for many people. And although it may be a key driver at the start of the relationship, when lust is high, it is actually not very realistic as a common motivator in long-term relationships.


What’s interesting here, and what I want to make clear to you, is that depending on your key drivers, concerns about what is happening in your sex life post kids might not necessarily be linked with how much sex you are having, but rather that you, and/or your partner, are losing the opportunity to meet these psychological or relational needs in that particular way.


Think back to the three questions I asked you earlier. I asked you what the effect on you personally would be if you were able to have the sex life that you want at the moment. Your answer to this provides the clues to what sex brings for each of you and the relationship, and what you feel you and your relationship might be missing when sex isn’t going so well.


Let’s return to Jo and Ben to understand this further. To the second question, ‘What would be the impact on you personally?’, Ben answered: ‘I would feel attractive and desired.’ This is what Ben is missing at the moment. He has lost the opportunity to be seen in Jo’s eyes as attractive, and as an object of desire, and this matters to him. Feeling attractive and desired matters to many of us. It’s the reason we flirt with people, the reason we take care over our appearance, the thing that can put a spring in our step. In a monogamous long-term relationship, it can be challenging to continue to experience this from a partner, as a familiar object (a long-term partner) is less likely to be coded by their brain as a novel or exciting stimulus. We also have many overlapping relationships/roles and our role to each other as sexual partners can be diluted by less sexual roles, such as best friends or housemates (and now parents). Lastly, it can be easy for us to be distracted from our partner’s needs or prioritizing the relationship when we feel it will always be there without fail (one of the dangerous myths of monogamy), and we can simply be blinded from seeing that nurturing it is needed.


Understanding the impact of sex on each of us personally, as well as on our partners and our relationships, can be the first step in getting to the bottom of what’s missing for us and our partners if we’re not having the greatest sexual connection at the moment. But even more importantly, it can also give us some great clues around how we can address these needs in other ways – either while we work on sex, instead of it or perhaps as well as it.


I wanted to say a bit about men here for those of you that are men, and/or those of you in relationships with them. Due to societal discourses about men being obsessed with sex, it can be easy for men’s feelings about wanting sex to be trivialized as them having ‘sex on the brain’ or it being a ‘biological need’. This does men’s desires a disservice, as it implies that their desire for sex isn’t linked to any of these non-sexual motivations, such as relationship satisfaction, security, intimacy, self-esteem or psychological wellbeing, which of course it may be. Yes, men often have higher levels of spontaneous desire, and therefore sexual motivations, partly due to the effect of androgens like testosterone, but partly to do with having the reward of their physical needs more often being met by sex in a patriarchal society (see ‘orgasm gap’ in Chapter 8). In my experience, however, when sex isn’t going well, it’s not the physical need men feel they are losing out on. It’s usually that they feel unwanted, less connected, or inhibited about expressing affection themselves sexually.


Not only is it equally common for men to be the partner expressing lower desire in long-term relationships,12 but we know that men express the same motivations for feeling desired and emotional connection as women do.13 Our desire and our motivations across gender/sex are often more similar than they are different, and more similar than the tropes that ‘men are from Mars’ etc have led us to believe. One study found 88 per cent of men interviewed reported wanting to feel desired more than they currently do in their partnerships with women, and they specified ways they would like to feel that desire across five key themes. These were: through verbal expressions of desire, flirting, romantic non-sexual touch, their partners initiating sex, by being an enthusiastic participant in sex.14 Interestingly, many of the respondents were clear that this flirting, sexual touch and expression of desire didn’t actually have to lead to sex. Ben’s need to seek connection in this way is not at all unusual. Research into attachment styles also tells us that some people use sex as a way to feel closer to their partner and get reassurance about their partner’s feelings for them.15 We also know that, in long-term relationships, sex can be used as a means to create and experience intimacy.16


What if I only want to do it to keep them happy?


Research has looked at the difference between the experience of sex for people who were motivated to have sex for a positive outcome, such as giving or receiving pleasure to a partner or feeling close (termed ‘approach’ reasons), compared to those who were motivated to avoid negative outcomes, such as conflict, a partner’s disappointment, or to prevent a partner leaving (termed ‘avoidance’ goals).17 The results were fascinating. It turns out that having sex for avoidance reasons, such as to avoid a row, is more likely to result in a decline in sexual satisfaction over time. On the other hand, having sex for approach reasons (i.e. to get something positive, not to avoid something negative) is associated with increased sexual satisfaction as well as the person holding a more positive view of sex. What’s useful to know from a desire perspective is that not only is having sex for (non-sexual) approach reasons associated with better sex, but it has also been shown to buffer against sexual desire dropping over time.18 Having sex to gain something positive for your partner, yourself or the relationship, therefore, is generally good for your sex life.


In my work I often meet couples who are having sex as one person wants to (and is annoyed if they don’t ‘get it’) and the other person is feeling little desire to but is having sex to ‘keep the peace’. This kind of pattern is likely to further reduce desire over time for the person going along with it. Further still, this same crucial research into the impact of approach or avoidance goals on a partner has found that, despite people often having this type of avoidance sex to please a partner, it doesn’t actually have this result, as sexual partners of people having sex for avoidance goals also report less satisfaction after this type of sex. What this means is that while it might feel like it’s helping to have sex to avoid a row, it is not actually helping anyone. Instead, it’s possibly making the situation worse over time for both of you.


A crucial boundary for all relationships, but especially relevant for parents, is that you won’t always be able to, or feel inclined to meet these needs in each other at the exact moment the other person craves them, and you should never be expected to. But understanding what is behind another person’s needs, and reflecting on whether there’s anything you can do to meet that outside of sex can be an incredible relationship tool at your disposal.


Notice that Ben has equated ‘having sex’ with ‘feeling desired’, and as they are having much less sex, he is missing feeling desired, which then impacts on his psychological wellbeing and relationship satisfaction. There are a number of mental leaps here that Ben has made (and we all make these kinds of leaps/associations at times), which require a bit of examination.


It makes sense to me that Ben equates Jo wanting to have sex with him as a marker of her desire or attraction to him, as that’s often how sex is sold in society. But it’s a very crude and drastic measure of attraction of desire, isn’t it? We don’t always express attraction or desire this way, and there are plenty of more subtle or nuanced ways we express attraction and desire.


The first question I asked Ben and Jo was about how expressing attraction or desire happened in their relationship in other ways, apart from sex. They were able to recount a whole host of ways they do this for each other, and reflected that, since kids came along, they were doing this less. Many of Ben’s stories described surprise gestures of attraction from Jo. For example, he described one occasion on their way to a family gathering where, as they got in the lift just the two of them, Jo grabbed him as the lift door shut, pushed him up against the wall and kissed him passionately, her hands all over him for just five seconds until the door opened. He described another occasion when they were at an NCT get together before Rohan was born, when his phone buzzed with a text when he was talking to some new friends, some other parents-to-be. He reached in to his pocket to get it, and noticed Jo looking at him from a break in conversation she was having with another group. ‘You are by far the hottest man here’ the text said, signed off with a flame emoji.


Ben described feeling on top of the world in these moments. This conversation opened up some nuance about the importance of feeling attractive or desired. We established that, although they both needed to feel this way, Jo felt desired by Ben pretty much all the time, mainly as Ben expressed it often, and also as it wasn’t so much a source of vulnerability for her. We also established that, for Ben, when he felt desired by Jo it put him on cloud nine and made their relationship feel indestructible. This, to him, was connected on a deeper level, to his insecurities about relationships ending based on his early life experience. For better or for worse, he had coded attraction and desire as crucial signs that ‘everything is okay’. He hadn’t noticed this before we discussed it at length. Lastly, we noticed that signs of attraction and desire from Jo to Ben were around less than they had ever been since the baby had come along. This made sense for two reasons. Firstly, they have a baby, and this has disrupted the time and focus they have for each other, particularly for Jo, who is the one up in the nights due to breastfeeding. Secondly, since sex has become an issue, Jo is wanting to avoid giving Ben any hint that she might want sex, to avoid a row, and avoid his disappointment. As a result, she has stopped making comments about how he looks, flirting or kissing him other than a peck on the cheek. I asked Ben, ‘What would be the effect on your sex life if you had no more sex than you were having now, but you got to feel those moments like you felt in the lift, or the NCT meet up?’ Ben reflected that although he hadn’t considered it before, it wasn’t the sex that he was missing, but that feeling of being wanted or seen by Jo exactly how he wanted to be, albeit briefly, and for this to reassure him about the relationship. In actual fact, he realised that that kiss in the lift had felt more erotic and reassuring to him than any of the sex they had had in the last year.


Jo had some thinking to do here. On the one hand, she felt huge relief that the possibilities for change that were starting to emerge through our conversations weren’t about having more sex. She also understood Ben in a way she hadn’t before and had to admit she had seen his need for sex as irritating, selfish, and about a physical need, not a psychological one. Reframing his feeling in this way reduced much of her annoyance and, as a result, removed some of the barriers to her feeling able to be sexual with him.


She described that she could now see a solution that might help them meet their overall couple goal for their sex life for the short term. If you remember, their goal was ‘To find a way to feel sexually connected that doesn’t rely solely on frequency, so that we can feel like a strong couple in this time where sex feels challenging’. In many ways it seemed simple, Jo mused. It just required an injection of noticing Ben and taking a moment to tell him, or show him. But she was also drained of energy, busy and preoccupied, and didn’t know if she had the energy or inclination to do this for him along with everything else she had to do. We reflected on this dilemma together, the three of us, and wondered what the effect would be on each of them separately, and on the relationship, if sex became a non-issue at this moment in time, and it was big.


Here was one solution for us to experiment with, which we all agreed could have big effects, but there was one final question: how could we create the mental headspace for Jo to feel present in her thoughts about Ben, at a time when she was already stretched? What would it take for her to be in a psychological place to be able to do this? For Jo, this was easy to answer. ‘Don’t expect me to flirt when I’ve had no sleep or have got baby sick on my clothes’, ‘Don’t expect too much from me – we’re different now to the people we were before kids’, ‘Don’t expect it to lead anywhere – if I do anything like this, it is NOT a come on!’ and ‘The more I feel supported by you, the more headspace I have. Do more to take the pressure off me and I might be more inclined or able to be present for us’.


They decided to experiment with forgetting about sex and prioritizing the moment of expressing attraction or desire, which is fleeting but used to be part of their relationship more. When I saw them again a month later, they had managed to find two moments for this. One was a passionate kiss goodbye in the car when Ben was off on a weekend work trip, akin to the early days of them being together. The other was a moment of appreciation when Ben got out of the shower, when Jo looked at him drying off and pointed out that he ‘still had it’, and beckoned him over to kiss his slightly damp stomach and seductively run her fingers along the waistband of his boxer shorts, looking him square in the eye. They had had no sex, but the situation between them had dramatically improved. Ben felt great about their relationship, and as a result had stopped worrying about sex and bringing it up. Jo felt less pressure, as Ben was bringing it up less, plus she realized that she actually enjoyed these moments, and if she felt free to do them without Ben expecting them to go anywhere, she actually found them nourishing for their relationship as well. She described how these moments helped her feel they were still a strong couple, and marked them out as being more than parents, at a time when they were all consumed by being parents.


I call these types of interactions ‘sexual currency’.19 This reference has nothing to do with money, but currency as in the sexual charge between you. Sexual currency has a powerful impact on sexual satisfaction and desire. I’ll be returning to it in Chapter 3, to demonstrate how you can use it to your advantage in your sex life as a parent.




TASK: Understanding your sexual motivations and the needs they meet


Spend some time reflecting on the last year, the last five years and perhaps previous relationships, if you can remember. Separately, write a list of some of your reasons for having sex, or ones you think may have influenced you, even if you can’t remember.


Nothing is off limits and nothing is a ‘bad reason’. It’s about understanding yourself and what needs sex meets for you. It’s okay if these are sexual motivations, such as ‘I felt turned on in my body’, or non-sexual motivations, such as ‘I wanted to feel close/alive/connected’, ‘I wanted to express love’, ‘I wanted to feel excitement’. If you’re struggling, think about when sex isn’t happening – what is it that you feel you are missing out on?


If you’re really struggling, consider what you feel the impact on your relationship might be if you never have sex again. Perhaps investing in the relationship is your motivation to be sexual, rather than a desire to have sex for yourself? This is really okay, and a common reason people give for wanting a sex life. You might write this as ‘I want sex to nourish our relationship and keep us close’.


Once you’ve done your lists, I want you to set some time to discuss this together, perhaps over dinner, or once the kids are asleep and there are no distractions, and take turns sharing your lists. Here are some pointers for this discussion to ensure it goes well.


1) Do not judge each other’s motivations


It’s common at this stage in your life/relationship to have something like ‘Because I felt that I should’ or ‘To make my partner happy’ as a reason. This is okay. The concept of ‘sexually giving’ in this way to protect the relationship or acquire something positive for the relationship or your partner has been shown to be a helpful quality in long-term sexual satisfaction20 (there is more about this in Chapter 8). Please take note later, though, when we discuss desire in more detail, as to whether your desire is triggered once you start being sexual together. If it is, great. This is responsive desire working really well as a result of a non-sexual motivation. If it’s not, and you feel disconnected during sex, or don’t get into a sexual headspace at all, having sex when you’re not feeling into it for someone else’s benefit will actually diminish your desire over time.


2) Try to understand the motivation


Open-ended questions, such as ‘tell me a bit more about that’ or ‘describe that to me’, ‘what does it feel like?’ or ‘how do you feel about us when you get that?’ can really help you understand each other more.


3) All motivations are equal


Something I notice in my work is that it can be challenging for a partner to accept non-sexual motivations, such as the need to feel close, as valid and acceptable if they themselves experience higher levels of spontaneous desire and experience sexual motivations, such as feeling turned on, more frequently. The reason for this is that their experience of desire is that it requires little effort or nurturing much of the time. This way of experiencing desire aligns with how desire is portrayed in the media, and so it’s easy for this to seem like the ‘right’ way to experience it. Because of this, partners will need to learn that this being ‘normal desire’ is not backed up by science. They will need to appreciate that, actually, never experiencing desire out of the blue, and having motivations to be sexual that are driven by other non-sexual reasons is how desire works for a lot of people in long-term relationships (particularly, but by no means exclusively, women). You and your partner will need to really understand this for this exercise to be useful and feel valid. You will also need to understand this information to be able to navigate a good sex life over time. We’ll talk more about desire in Chapter 3, but if you want to learn more, you might want to read my book, Mind The Gap: The Truth About Desire and How to Futureproof Your Sex Life (Headline Home, 2020), which is all about the science of desire in long-term relationships.





The relationships in focus in these years, the ones that take the most from us, cause us the most stress and bring the most joy can often be those with our kids. This is natural and normal. When we are in the eye of the storm of new parenthood, it can be hard to imagine the future, and a time when our kids need us less. We are so absorbed by surviving the weather battering down on us that it can be easy, but dangerous, to lose track of our trajectory and ultimate ideal destination. It can be hard to imagine a time when we might start to separate ourselves slightly from the intense closeness we have with our little people and crave adult connection more. It can be hard to imagine (if we have hopes to stay with our partners long term) how our relationship with our partners may come into focus more, and become the primary relationship in focus once again. For these reasons, we may not consider the importance of maintaining our connection sexually, at a time when we feel pushed to our limits in other ways. It can feel like the easiest ball to drop when we are juggling so much. What I’d like you to take away from this chapter is that sex matters for relationship satisfaction, and relationship satisfaction matters now, perhaps more than ever. I’d like you to think of your sexual connection as a glue that you have available to you to protect the boat from the damage that the storm of new parenthood can cause, and help you survive it unscathed. I’d also like to sow the seed that being sexually satisfied is more in reach than you might have felt it to be. Later on we’ll get into how you can make some small practical changes that make a big difference, like Ben and Jo did, but, until then, let’s understand how and why the journey that you’ve been on up until this point matters.
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