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Introduction


I thought this was supposed to be fun.” The words hung heavy as my client Koya described the anxiety she was having about sorting through her matches on Bumble, a popular dating app. Everything felt so confusing and overwhelming. One minute she was chatting with a guy about pizza and the next he had unmatched her, disappearing completely from the chat. One guy asked for her number immediately after they had started chatting because he didn’t want to check his messages on the app, and another was flooding her inbox with missives like “Good morning, beautiful,” every single day, even though they hadn’t met in person yet! This wasn’t the first time she had attempted to date, but it had been years since she had invested herself in the process of trying to find a partner, or at the very least someone with whom she could have a stimulating conversation and hook up occasionally. And now she was second-guessing whether she should be trying at all.


As a sex and dating coach, I have worked with so many clients, like Koya, who are disillusioned with modern dating and unsure if they have the fortitude to get through all that is now required. The pervasiveness of app-based dating and the cultural shift away from meeting people organically in day-to-day life has set folks up for unique challenges when it comes to finding love, sex, and everything in between. If you’re new to dating, figuring out where to start may seem daunting. And if this isn’t your first time dating, you know that opting in means dealing with some flat-out fuckery, like ghosting, dead-end dates, and hooking up only to be let down by utterly unsatisfying sex. Maybe your experiences haven’t been all bad; you just wish there was more of the good stuff, like connection, laughter, amazing sex, feeling seen and heard, and being truly on the same page with the people you’re dating.


I can empathize with wherever you are in the process, because, like you, I had to commit to and navigate through what we now call dating to get what I wanted. I had dates that left me wondering, “What the fuck just happened?!” and I met some amazing people with whom I’m still in touch. I’ve been ghosted, stood up, slut-shamed, negged, misled, cheated on, emotionally played with, and generally disappointed. And I have to say, I’ve done my fair share of these things as well. But I’ve also fallen in love multiple times, learned about my sexuality, opened myself up to experiences and people I wouldn’t have before, and confronted deeply held beliefs about what a “good relationship” looks and feels like for me.


From the very early days of my online dating journey, I felt alone. It seemed like everyone else was enjoying the ease of matching and going out on dates but me. I had questions about how gender, race, and class were playing out in my dating life, but I didn’t have anyone to talk to about these things. I also believed at that time that any problem I was having finding what I wanted was my own, which made it even harder to pick myself up after an unpleasant experience.


When I decided to pursue a career as a coach, I knew I needed to integrate feminism and how cultural expectations impact dating into my coaching practice. My own dating experiences had shown me exactly how these expectations shaped most of the connections I made with people. Cultural misalignments regarding courtship, dating protocols, and sexual pleasure were everywhere—it wasn’t just my perception. But back then I couldn’t name it: the misogyny, the racism, the body and sex shame that were interwoven into my experiences as if they belonged there. And I surely didn’t know what to do about it. I found myself and my needs taking a back seat to others’, and I didn’t know that I could demand more—from the process and from the people I was seeing.


It took a long time for me to figure out how to approach dating in a way that maximized the fun and minimized the bullshit. After years of conducting my own “field research” and building my private coaching practice where I guided others through the social minefields of dating, I’m now offering my insights to you. Because not only did I survive, but I also brought others with a wide array of identities, desires, and needs through to the other side of dating with more self-awareness, better connections, and (most importantly) more fun in their dating lives.


Each time I meet with a prospective client who wants help navigating the wild world of dating, I am thankful that I have enough experience in the trenches to serve as a realistic sounding board and guide for them. Knowing exactly what my clients go through has been the key to my success as a coach. If I didn’t relate on a personal level to the good, the bad, and the utterly unbelievable bits of dating that my clients share with me, I honestly don’t think I could do my job.


This book is meant to be your guide. I want the pages that follow to help you to move through the dating process, possibly multiple times, with a greater sense of ease. I know what it’s like to feel like you’re dating in a vacuum, with no one there who understands what’s going on (sometimes including yourself). You might be the only one in your friend group who’s single right now, or the pandemic may have lit a fire in you to start dating for the first time in a long time. You may have decided to open your relationship or start dating new types of people and you’re not sure how to go about it. Regardless of how you’re coming to this book and what your current dating goals are, I want to affirm your decision to figure it all out. And I don’t want you to feel alone while you do it.


To that end, throughout the book I share the stories of my clients, who, like you, embarked on the brave work of forging their own path through dating. Each story is really an amalgam of experiences that clients have shared with me over the years and is meant to illustrate the most common concerns and scenarios that I’ve seen as a sex and dating coach. I take what my clients share with me seriously, and confidentiality is key to them feeling free to express what they need in our sessions. That’s why I’ve changed names and identifying details and constructed composites to protect my clients’ privacy. Scenarios and quotations have been reconstructed from memory and, in most cases, compositely arranged. Any similarity to actual persons is coincidental. I hope you can see yourself in these stories, take on the triumphs and lessons of my clients, and feel that much more empowered to move forward in your own dating life.


Though my work with each client is different, we always focus on a few key areas that, when addressed, provide more clarity and enjoyment throughout dating. That’s why I’ve arranged the book in three helpful sections: Know Thyself, Do No Harm, and Leave It Better than You Found It. Each section is designed to address the stickiest parts of dating: knowing what the hell you want, creating great dates and sexual experiences, and either moving on from relationships that don’t work for you or settling into the connections you’ve made.


Know Thyself will guide you through how you can clarify your goals before you even go on a date. I also provide my tried-and-true advice for how to attract great matches from the start so you can conserve your energy and avoid dating burnout. Do No Harm contains valuable strategies for setting up and going on dates, assessing compatibility throughout the dating process, and staying open (no matter how it’s going). Leave It Better than You Found It encourages you to be compassionate when moving on from bad matches, breaking up, and giving feedback when there’s a sexual misalignment. I’ll also address how you can continue to grow within a new relationship.


In some ways, this book is a study of you. You’ll have the opportunity to think about yourself and what you want from relationships in new ways. Throughout the book, I offer prompts and exercises to help you along your dating journey. These will guide your focus inward to help you pinpoint the assumptions and habits that serve you, and the ones that don’t. You may find it helpful to keep a journal handy as you read to take notes, respond to the prompts, and have something to refer back to as you’re dating.


We all deserve to have fun on our romantic journeys, despite our differences. Who you are and the unique desires you hold should be celebrated, not hidden. I’ve watched my clients expand the amount of joy they have in dating as they boldly ask for and receive what they truly desire. I’ve seen them show up for themselves in new ways that attract different types of people and experiences, and I’ve seen matches move to dates to sex and relationships that enrich the lives of everyone involved. These folks, like you, started with an intention to make dating better for themselves. Whatever you’re looking to improve in your dating life, I hope that by the end of this book you’ll have the tools, language, and confidence necessary to go forth and create meaningful connections with people you actually like. It’s that simple.


Now that I’ve outlined how I’d like you to use this book, here are a few things to keep in mind as you’re reading:




1. Don’t give up.


2. Try as much or as little as feels right for you at the time.


3. Stay open to possibilities.


4. Take what is useful and leave the rest.


5. Don’t forget to take breaks when you need them.





With pleasure,


Myisha















PART 1



KNOW THYSELF
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Who Are You and What the Hell Are You Doing Here?!


If I didn’t define myself for myself, I would be crunched into other people’s fantasies for me and eaten alive.


—AUDRE LORDE


Knowing who you are is hard work that literally takes a lifetime. Most of my coaching clients have done some work to understand who they are, but they have still found it challenging to hold on to their truths as they navigate relationships and sex. That’s because most of us aren’t encouraged to ask ourselves important questions about who we want to be as romantic partners and what relationship we want to have with sex throughout these partnerships. And what we want from relationships often depends on other areas of our lives—like career, health, and family—that change as we change. The kind of relationship we gravitate toward in our youth might not work with the demands of our later career goals. The need to be present for a sick parent or friend might alter the way we view what’s important in a long-term partnership. Even learning more about what and who you like through the process of dating can dramatically shift what you believe you want when it comes to sex and partnership. It can be daunting to start the process of digging into who we are and prioritizing our sex and dating lives. But that’s exactly what you’re here to do—with me as your helpful guide, of course.


My hope is that by reading what I have to offer you in the chapters that follow and taking an active role in your own learning, you’ll gain insight into yourself as you are now. This insight is the key to dating with confidence. The more you know yourself—why you believe what you do about the world and what you want from it—the more you’ll be able to share that with others. And isn’t that essentially what dating boils down to, sharing yourself with others and connecting with what they have to share with you?


You have a past that brought you to your current dating moment. You may understand and accept that past already, or you may need to unearth some buried history that, for better or worse, has been shaping your present dating life. Knowing where you come from and what messages you inherited about sex, dating, partnership, marriage, and family are the first steps to truly knowing who you are as a dater. When you meet prospective partners, you bring your ideas of how things should be into your dance of conversation and flirtation, and so do they. The thing is, most of us rarely question if what we’re bringing to this dance is actually in our best interest. That’s why it’s such a good idea to do some introspection, to see if your expectations align with your current dating reality.


This chapter is all about exploring you. We’ll dig into your past, bring to light how it may be impacting your current dating situation, and put these pieces together to form who you are as a dater right now. You’re going to have lots of opportunities to explore your thoughts about dating, from what kind of relationships you ideally want to how masturbation fits into your dating life.


If you’re excited, nervous, or a mix of both, that’s okay! Take a moment to think about anything that is coming up for you now. It will be great to reflect back on these feelings later to see how you’ve changed.


KNOW YOUR HISTORY


How would you describe your upbringing in one sentence?


When forced to condense family history into a single thought, most people will comment on a few key factors that influenced how they were raised. It’s common for folks to invoke descriptors of race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status or class, religion, and other cultural affiliations. These same descriptors can be used to examine how we developed our ideas about relationships, because our families are the proto-relationships we grow to understand and replicate.


You may have grown up with some pretty strong ideas about how romantic relationships work. You may have had religious or spiritual teachings that dictated when sexual contact could and couldn’t happen, and you may have parents or close family members whose relationships seem to have followed along with these edicts. For you, it might feel like there is really only one path to relationship happiness. Or, you may have rebelled against these ideals to pave your own way.


For those who grew up with examples of different types of relationship structures and expectations within your family, you may have seen so many ways to be in relationships that you internalized that making your own relationship rules was totally okay. You might sometimes feel overwhelmed by choices and unsure about which relationship structure could work for you. You may have even opted out of dating because there weren’t any clear relationship success stories to hang on to on the bumpy path of your own dating life.


It’s worth noting that many of us grew up with cisgender, heteronormative, monogamous examples of relationships that simply don’t seem applicable to our own romantic and sexual development. This is especially true for LGBTQIA+ and polyamorous folks. The examples we get aren’t always the ones we need.


Take Tasha, for instance. She was a client of mine who experienced major shifts in her thinking about her dating life when she started looking at her history. Each of my clients completes a sexual history and assessment before our first session together. Sometimes clients are eager to fill everything out and send in their responses. Others wait until the very last minute. Tasha was in the latter camp; she actually sent in her assessment minutes before her first appointment. I began that session by asking her what the process of reflecting on her sexual history was like for her, and she said it was more difficult than she thought it would be.


“I realize now that the thought of answering the questions in the assessment gave me a lot of anxiety, so I kept putting it off and putting it off. I knew I had to turn something in today so I just made myself do it. It was hard to reflect on how isolated I felt growing up. Being queer, I couldn’t relate to any of my family. I was learning who I was attracted to, but I didn’t have anyone to share that with. My sexuality felt dangerous, like something I had to protect other people from. Having to reflect on that, and think about how that impacts me now… It was really hard.”


“Do you think that feeling of isolation has been impacting how you date as an adult?” I asked her.


“Maybe. I know so many people now who seem to have the life I want. They seem more confident in what they want and more adventurous when it comes to dating and hooking up. I tell my friends all the time how jealous I am that they seem to actually be having fun out there and I just feel stuck.”


During the course of our work together, Tasha was able to create a vision for her future relationships based on a partnership model she believed was right for her. This model was inspired by what she found herself envying in her friends’ relationships. She wanted commitment ultimately, but she also wanted fun and excitement and to feel like the people she was dating really saw and accepted her. This meant that she focused her search on people who were a little farther along in their own sexual and coming-out journeys, who could show her what was possible. By recognizing that she needed a different model from the one she had initially been given, she found the freedom and ability to seek out partners who helped her learn more and enjoy the process of dating.


Sometimes family provides just what we need. You may be someone who wants what your parents have, and that’s great! I’ve had many clients whose major source of dating frustration was trying to find the kind of partnership that their parents or other important elders in their life have. We work together to make sure they are crystal clear about the relationship qualities they’re looking to emulate, and then build these things into their dating profile and vetting process. You’ll learn later on how to do this too!


There’s no right or wrong when it comes to how we do our relationships. Whether or not you have a vivid picture of what you want your future relationship(s) to look like, just know that there are others out there like you who are trying to figure out who they are, find their person or people, and have a good time in the process.


GETTING PERSONAL


There’s not a ton of space in life to think about the childhood messages we received about relationships, so I’m creating that space for you right here.


Let’s start with a few questions about you.




• How did you feel about the relationships around you growing up? Did they seem like something to aspire to? Why or why not?


• Do you remember any messages about what a “good relationship” was? What were the key components?


• How would you describe your family’s expectations of you and your relationships? For instance, do they encourage you to date or explore sexually, expect you to settle down, want grandkids immediately, etc.?


• How would you describe your relationship to relationships?





Now that you’ve thought through some of the ways that your upbringing has impacted how you feel about relationships, let’s move on to how it might affect how you feel about sex.


NORMALIZING S-E-X


What messages about sex did you receive when you were growing up?


If you are like most people, you probably received conflicting messages that you’re still trying to understand. Alongside the influence of our family, the culture we grow up in plays a big part in how we think and feel about sex. Every other pop song is about it, and we consume a ton of other media containing it, but just try talking about sex with other people (let alone a potential partner)! It can sometimes feel as if sex is simultaneously everywhere and nowhere at all. Like it’s something we’re supposed to want desperately but at the same time stress out about or even avoid. While most of us have a general belief that sex is a natural part of life, there’s often much more to it than that.


Despite depictions of sexuality being everywhere, we actually live in a sex-negative culture. Despite our best efforts, we all have absorbed some form of sex negativity. The inability to feel comfortable voicing desires or talking openly about sex with people we trust points to a stigma that still exists: sex is to be done, not discussed. Yet the majority of my clients, whether single or partnered, list a lack of good sexual communication as one of the biggest obstacles in their relationships.


There is nothing inherently wrong or bad about having a sexual experience with someone (or many someones), but so often our culture reflects only the negative consequences of being sexual. This can lead to internalizing our desires and can create feelings of shame for wanting to be sexual, even when the conditions feel right for us. And if you identify as asexual, there is very little space in our culture to talk about what that might look like in relationships. There’s an inherent sexualization to dating that might feel off-putting if that’s not your main motivation for seeking connection. So whether sex is desired or not, you can be left feeling ashamed for wanting what you want.


If you are looking to have sex as a component of your dating experience, and you’ve never thought about what is right for you, here are a few common questions I am frequently asked to help you get started.




• Should you have sex on a first date?


• How many partners should you have before settling down?


• Can a relationship survive infidelity?


• What are the best sexual positions for maximum pleasure?


• Is it okay not to orgasm during sex?


• Should sexual compatibility be a prerequisite for partnership?


• Can you grow to become sexually attracted to someone you’re not initially attracted to?





Chances are you have answers to some if not all of the above questions. But are these your answers? Are they conclusions you have come to because of your own experiences? Or are these answers you have absorbed from your upbringing or culture? Do these answers feel right for you now?


In my professional opinion, the answer to all of these questions is “It depends.” So much of how we experience, process, and enjoy sexual relationships depends on what we think about sex. That’s why, regardless of how you answered, there is a lot to learn about why you think the way you do about sex. You may know people who don’t adhere to or reflect the answers you just provided. Do you have judgments of them? It’s worth exploring how your beliefs differ from those of people around you and even, if it feels comfortable, talking openly with them about their beliefs and how they came to them. Sex often feels like an off-limits subject because we’re not sure how other people feel about it, but that’s actually a great place to start the conversation.


Knowing your own beliefs about sex and how you came to them can be extremely helpful in your search for partners. Having this knowledge will help you communicate yourself and your desires more effectively throughout the dating process. For instance, if you believe that having sex on a first date is not okay, and you are faced with the option to do so, it will be helpful for you to know why you believe this so you can make a decision based on what you need and desire in the moment.



TO HOOK UP OR NOT TO HOOK UP?


We all live with a tremendous amount of cultural pressure to keep things casual in dating. Millions of people use dating apps that have a reputation for facilitating easy hookups. The concept is so widespread, it sometimes feels like hooking up and dating are one and the same. They’re not! Hooking up is a part of dating that you can choose to engage in or not.


If you have a strong belief that casual sex is wrong, then you may have resisted hookup culture. But if you’re anything like my client Sierra, you may have dipped a toe or two into the hookup pool.


Sierra came to me looking for guidance through the wild world of online dating. A recent grad, she told me that she was ready to look for something serious. All throughout college, she had limited her relationships to a hookup here and there while she focused on her studies. She also had an extensive calendar of extracurriculars, so there just wasn’t any time for more than the occasional sex sesh. She was okay with this as a means to a sexual end, but now she was ready for more, and it was proving difficult.


After moving cross-country for an amazing job opportunity, Sierra found herself in an unfamiliar situation: she no longer had a community of friends to introduce her to potential partners, and she was floundering between one-night stands and having to actually go on dates… sometimes in the light of day! Then she said something I hear time and time again: “I just don’t know what to do, or what to say. This is all very new to me, and I just feel like I’m really bad at it.”


Sierra, like so many of my clients, grew up hearing messages about her education being the most important thing, while romantic relationships were potential impediments to her success. It was just easier, and culturally expected, to keep relationships in the hookup zone. I have seen this across the gender spectrum and in folks who identify as all different orientations. Hooking up is often seen as a way to let off some sexual steam (and it definitely can be!), but folks who hook up exclusively can struggle with a lack of practical dating skills—skills that Sierra was realizing she desperately needed now.


In our work together, Sierra shared that she was raised by a single mom most of her life. Her stepdad, who married her mom when Sierra was in high school, was an amazing human. She loved seeing her mom in love. When she thought about what partnership meant to her when she was younger, it was hard to admit, but she didn’t value it much. She saw that her mom was happy, for the most part, being single and taking care of her. It naturally became important for Sierra to create a life for herself that felt similarly independent. A lot of our work focused on whether those childhood feelings were still valid. Some of them were. She wanted to be self-sufficient and autonomous, but she also craved a partner with whom she could share her wins and losses.


“I’m not someone who needs a partner. I actually love doing things on my own. But at the end of a long week, it would be nice to have someone to spend time with who really knows me,” she explained.


“And you haven’t had that experience so far with dating?” I asked.


“Not yet! Every time I meet someone, it always seems to result in a one-night thing, or it’s casual for a few months and then peters out. It’s exhausting starting from scratch every few months.”


The more we talked, the more it became clear that she wanted out of the hookup loop—it just wasn’t delivering what she needed anymore. Though it had served her needs in the past, she was learning about who she was becoming and what she wanted in her future. We worked on refining how she could express what she wanted from dating in her profile, expanding her practical experience going on dates, and reflecting on whether the folks she was meeting aligned with these new desires.


At the opposite end of the spectrum, my client Keaton needed a gentle nudge into the hookup pool. While he had been in two major long-term relationships, he was beginning to wonder whether his gauge for good partnerships was a bit off. His relationships always fizzled out sexually. He described both exes as being “really great friends,” but the chemistry had never been that strong to begin with.


His sexual history involved becoming intimate only when he was in a committed relationship, and he had often felt that he couldn’t fully express himself sexually with his past partners. In truth, he didn’t exactly know what he was looking for; he just knew that what he was doing wasn’t working. He had recently been on a string of dates with women who expressed their sexual interest in him early on, and he had frozen on the spot. His tendency was to take his time, establish a friendship, and then move that relationship into sexual territory. He knew that hooking up was an option; he just wasn’t sure how he felt about it. Would it make him a bad person? Would he be taking advantage of someone? We talked about his upbringing and how sex was never really discussed except when mentioned in the context of marriage. He obviously wasn’t waiting until marriage to have sex, but in the past he had experienced a lot of guilt when even considering a casual encounter. He realized that he had internalized the message that sex should only happen when there’s some form of commitment.


After a while, Keaton was able to separate himself from the expectations of his family and realize that he was already on a different path. Why not push his boundaries a bit? One day, he began our session with “I did it!” and explained that he had had an amazing night with a woman who was passing through town for work. He was elated by his experience with her, stating that he had never felt that kind of intense sexual connection. They had hit it off on their first date, which became a twelve-hour-long dinner turned overnight experience.


“Are you feeling any guilt?” I asked.


“A little… but the pleasure of having such a strong sexual connection exceeds any guilty feelings. I’ve never connected with someone like that before. I always thought I was just more sexually reserved than everybody else, but I noticed myself letting go a bit more because I wasn’t hung up on where this was going to go. The fact that she was leaving town meant that it was kind of now or never, and that was the push I needed to just go with the flow. I wasn’t 100 percent sure we were going to have sex; I was just enjoying each moment.”


“That’s great! You learned what your sexual connection could be when you’re less attached to the outcome of the relationship. That’s huge! Think you’ll do this again?”


Keaton paused. “I don’t know, but I’m definitely more open to possibilities now!”


EXERCISE: CREATING A HOOKUP PROS AND CONS LIST


As with anything in life, you have to evaluate what you think is right when it comes to dating by weighing the pros and cons. What do you want to focus on right now? Gathering sexual experiences with no strings attached, connecting with other people who are interested in more, or both? There’s no wrong answer, just arguments for and against based on what you feel will work best for you right now. Relationships can provide stability when they’re with great matches, but feeling stuck with someone who drains your energy might be a huge setback. Hooking up to learn about yourself and what you like can be super fun, but what about when someone is a jerk or you find yourself wanting to keep things casual with someone who catches feelings for you?


I encourage you to create your own personal list of pros and cons for hooking up and relationships. Remember, this is an exercise for who you are now. Your past self may have thought differently, and you may look back on this in the future and think, “Wow! I’ve changed a lot.” What matters is that you’re getting to know how you feel about these types of situations as the person you are right now. Making a pros and cons list will allow you to tap into what makes sense for your life given your past experiences and your current beliefs and needs. That’s how you start to build dating goals for the future!


THE GREATEST LOVE OF ALL


Now that you know how normal it can be to use dating as a way to learn about yourself and that hooking up is one of the many reasons people choose to date, it’s time we talk about an often overlooked part of the dating process: masturbating. Why am I bringing masturbation up, and so soon? Because I frequently hear from my dating clients that they want to have healthy and fulfilling sex lives, but they never learned to self-pleasure and struggle with communicating what they like. Developing a masturbation practice is my primary recommendation to those clients who feel at a loss when it comes to knowing and describing what they want. Some of my clients are in partnerships with mismatched libidos, and they tell me that they masturbated more frequently when they were single. Now that they have a partner, they’ve thrown all their eggs into one sex basket—to disastrous effect. Masturbation is a great way for folks to take ownership of their own desires and balance the responsibility of satisfying those desires within a partnership. Whether you are single or partnered, masturbation can be a great outlet for expressing sexual desire. For these reasons, I encourage everyone to cultivate a masturbation practice that can be relied upon through thick and thin.


You are your first and longest-lasting sexual partner. Think about it: most of us start self-pleasuring at a very young age. Your gender, culture, and upbringing will have influenced how you felt about it at the time, or even now, but the fact remains that, from early on, you do you! A lot of people think that masturbation is something to be ashamed of and grown out of, and that the goal of dating is to eradicate the need for this unseemly activity. This just isn’t the case. Another person isn’t responsible for fulfilling all of your sexual needs. And they shouldn’t be asked to, since you already have a reliable sexual outlet in yourself.


Using solo sex as a way to maintain your own erotic energy is a fantastic, safe, and pleasurable practice. We have bodies that desire pleasure, and in the absence of sexual partners we can give that pleasure to ourselves. It’s quite empowering when you think about it. Cultivating a masturbation practice means that you recognize your sexual desire when it arises and tend to it. In other words, masturbation is a road map for getting from sexual frustration to sexual fulfillment all on your own.


We can also use masturbation as a way to explore how our bodies respond to sexual stimulation. One of the first things I discuss with my clients who struggle with getting what they want from partnered sex is masturbation. Most of us have ways that we enjoy receiving pleasure, no matter who is doing the touching. Knowing your own body and what it likes is crucial to having the best sex possible, because if you don’t know how to please yourself, how can you show someone else how to please you? Knowing what turns you on and being super familiar with your own body makes communicating your needs much easier.



CREATING A SELF-PLEASURE RITUAL


Centering your own pleasure can be a fun and sexually rewarding experience—a gift you can give yourself whenever you need it. You may have some intense feelings about masturbation, so if that’s the case, please take a moment to reflect on what feelings are coming up for you.


What associations do you have with masturbation? If you’re new to it, how might you start to use it as a tool for exploring your body and desires? If you are already fairly comfortable with masturbation, how might you use it more consistently to support yourself throughout dating? Now, think about how you can extend your self-care to include self-pleasure. What would that look and feel like?


Simone and I worked together on releasing her feelings of guilt around self-pleasure. She believed that masturbation was something you did if you were desperate, and it made her feel weird to set aside time for it. She wanted to connect more with her sexual energy but found herself pushing her sexual thoughts away if she didn’t have a partner with whom to explore them. I encouraged her not only to listen to those existing thoughts but to invite in even more!


As part of her weekly self-care, she found that she liked to relax in the bath. This was her time to unwind from the week and get herself ready for upcoming dates. I encouraged her to include self-pleasure in this routine by adding sensual elements to the bath. What could she add that would tap into pleasure by using some (or all) of her senses? She decided to listen to audio erotica while in the bath and then use a special oil blend for self-massage afterward. One thing led to another, and she reported that she let her own pleasure guide her through an amazing masturbation session. Putting masturbation into a self-care context made her feel freer to explore and give herself some much needed self-love. She found that she put less pressure on herself during dates because she was more centered and less worried about whether her date would result in sex. She also noticed that she was connecting more with people who were better matches for her sexually because she was more tapped into her own sensuality and could notice who brought that out in her.


If masturbation is something that doesn’t immediately excite you, consider utilizing sex toys, erotica, and pornography to stoke your interest a bit. Many of my clients want to add these to their masturbation rotation but aren’t sure where to start. Part of getting to know yourself and your tastes might be to start exploring sex toys. I love encouraging folks to visit a local sex shop, but you might not have one in your area. Luckily, there are also many websites that will deliver products right to your door in discreet packaging.


There are some amazing online retailers that cater to all bodies, orientations, and tastes. In fact, the femtech1 movement has opened up more choice for a wider spectrum of bodies and different types of pleasure sensations. The development of more body-inclusive toys has led to products that simulate oral sex on a vulva and far more options for clitoral stimulation (without penetration). Further, female-led companies have begun making erotic content that centers female pleasure, like feminist porn and audio erotica that lets the listener fill in their idea of what the characters might look like.




If you’re someone who has shied away from pornography because of the lack of representation, unethical business practices, or just the sea of undesirable depictions of sex that one must wade through to get to something stimulating, you’ll be happy to know that there are websites now that host content that aims to address these concerns. There are even user-generated porn and cam sites, where your money goes directly to the performers themselves.


With so much available now, if you want to try a toy or enjoy erotic entertainment, you can do so with the click of a button. These additions to your masturbation practice could be just what you need to make things more fun and exciting.


Take a moment to think about your weekly self-care routine and the things you might already be doing to take care of yourself. If you don’t have a routine in place, think about when you might schedule some time for yourself. This can be time you use to relax, get centered, and connect with your needs. How can you add sensuality and sexuality to your self-care plan? When can you build in masturbation time? How might you tap into your senses to make it a fun and fulfilling experience?


EXERCISE: WHAT ARE YOUR BELIEFS?


It’s time to reflect on your new sex and relationship beliefs. Take a moment to settle in and reflect on the following prompts.


What relationship messages and beliefs from your past do you want to release? Which ones will you keep around? For example, you might want to release the idea that sex can be good only in a committed relationship, but keep the idea that a long-term partnership is worth investing the time to find, and add that while you’re looking you want to explore your sexuality to its fullest. Or you might want to let go of the guilt or shame that you’ve attached to masturbation, and keep your ideas that partnered sex should be fun and a source of mutual pleasure.


Is there a model for an ideal relationship that you’d like to aspire to? For example, you may have friends who exemplify the type of relationship you’re looking for, or someone in your life who creates their own relationship rules that you really admire. Consider what makes these relationships stand out to you and what’s appealing about them.


We all absorb so many messages about what we should want from dating, relationships, and sex, and not all of them are helpful. In fact, many of these messages conflict with our own desires for how we want to be in relationships with others and ourselves. When you take a step back from everything you’ve absorbed over time and compare it with what you actually want, you can start to uncover what is true for you. Using self-care and masturbation as tools to support yourself along the way can not only give you a boost as you date but also help you identify what you want sexually. Centering your own wants and needs is the best place to start. You get to decide what will make you the happiest, and when you center that, you are setting yourself up for a more enjoyable search.


Footnote


1 Laura Lovett, “Femtech’s Sexual Health Revolution,” MobiHealthNews, September 10, 2020, www.mobihealthnews.com/news/emea/femtechs-sexual-health-revolution.
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