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Health according to WHO

• ‘’Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being 
and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’’

• ‘’Sexual health as a state of physical, emotional, mental, and social 
well-being related to sexuality’’

https://www.who.int/about/governance/constitution



Sexual health – according to WHO

• Sexual health is fundamental to the overall health and well-being of 
individuals, couples and families, and to the social and economic 
development of communities and countries

• Sexual health requires a positive and respectful approach to sexuality 
and sexual relationships, as well as the possibility of having 
pleasurable and safe sexual experiences, free of coercion, 
discrimination and violence
• For sexual health to be attained and maintained, the sexual rights of all 

persons must be respected, protected and fulfilled

https://www.who.int/health-topics/sexual-health#tab=tab_2



Key conceptual elements of sexual 
health
• When viewed holistically and positively:

• Sexual health is about well-being, not merely the absence of disease
• Sexual health involves respect, safety and freedom from discrimination and 

violence
• Sexual health depends on the fulfilment of certain human rights
• Sexual health is relevant throughout the individual’s lifespan, not only to 

those in the reproductive years, but also to both the young and the elderly
• Sexual health is expressed through diverse sexualities and forms of sexual 

expression
• Sexual health is critically influenced by gender norms, roles, expectations and 

power dynamics

• Sexual health needs to be understood within specific social, economic and 
political contexts



Sexual rights

• Rights critical to the realization of sexual health include:
• the rights to equality and non-discrimination
• the right to be free from torture or to cruel, inhumane or degrading treatment or punishment
• the right to privacy
• the rights to the highest attainable standard of health (including sexual health) and social 

security
• the right to marry and to found a family and enter into marriage with the free and full 

consent of the intending spouses, and to equality in and at the dissolution of marriage
• the right to decide the number and spacing of one's children
• the rights to information, as well as education
• the rights to freedom of opinion and expression
• the right to an effective remedy for violations of fundamental rights

• The responsible exercise of human rights requires that all persons respect the 
rights of others



Sexuality

• …a central aspect of being human throughout life encompasses sex, 
gender identities and roles, sexual orientation, eroticism, pleasure, 
intimacy and reproduction. Sexuality is experienced and expressed in 
thoughts, fantasies, desires, beliefs, attitudes, values, behaviours, 
practices, roles and relationships. While sexuality can include all of 
these dimensions, not all of them are always experienced or 
expressed 

• Sexuality is influenced by the interaction of biological, psychological, 
social, economic, political, cultural, legal, historical, religious and 
spiritual factors





Sexual health in practice

• Sexual health-related issues also include negative consequences or 
conditions such as:
• infections with human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), sexually transmitted 

infections (STIs) and reproductive tract infections (RTIs) and their adverse 
outcomes (such as cancer and infertility)

• unintended pregnancy

• sexual dysfunction

• sexual violence 

• harmful practices (such as female genital mutilation, FGM)





Sexual health & RMDs

• Sexual health is a fundamental determinant of general health and 
overall quality of life, however, 36% to 70% of patients with RMDs  
experience significantly reduced sexual health

• Chronic illness creates structural barriers in the sexual sphere, 
reducing satisfaction, disrupting partner dynamics, and ultimately 
limiting family size



Common shared symptoms of patients with 
RMDs impairing intimacy
• Pain & Stiffness - Joint pain, pelvic tightness, and structural limitations 

contribute directly to physical discomfort during intercourse

• Fatigue & Activity - Chronic, unpredictable fatigue dramatically lowers 
sexual desire and limits physical capacity

• Psychosocial Barriers - Altered body image, depression, anxiety, low 
self-esteem, and loss of confidence in one's sexuality severely hinder 
emotional and physical closeness

• Patients with RMDs tend to withdraw from human contact because 
they feel it might hurt or lead to expectations they can’t meet



Gender-Specific Impacts (Male vs. Female)

Shared concerns: Reduced desire caused by physical discomfort and medication side effects









The way intimacy is impacted depends 
significantly on specific diagnoses I
• Rheumatoid Arthritis (RA)

• Symmetrical joint swelling and severe morning stiffness primarily strike the 
wrists, hands, knees, and hips
• Can cause extreme secondary fatigue

• Often overlaps with secondary Sjögren’s syndrome, leading to severe vaginal dryness

• Fibromyalgia (FMS)
• Triggers widespread nerve-related hypersensitivity where even gentle, 

affectionate touch can register as pain

• Features a very high rate of sexual dysfunction (up to 63%), deeply tied to 
sleep issues and mood changes



The way intimacy is impacted depends 
significantly on specific diagnoses II
• Ankylosing Spondylitis (AS)

• Causes progressive spinal stiffness, lower back pain, and intense hip/buttock 
pain

• Physical restrictions drastically limit flexibility and movement during intimacy



Communication gap

• Sexual well-being is frequently overlooked by healthcare professionals 
during routine clinical visits 

• “Two-way taboo“
• patients are too embarrassed to ask, 

• providers fail to bring it up



Navigating Medications & Family Planning

• Certain medications can lower your libido or cause dryness as a side 
effect

• Medications like cyclophosphamide carry severe fertility risks, while 
sulfasalazine can temporarily lower male sperm count

• Family planning in patients with RMDs is paramount

• Prescribed medications should never be discontinued without 
consulting a medical professional



Practical Tips for a Fulfilling Intimate Life

• Timing & Pacing: Plan intimacy for when pain is lowest and energy is 
highest (e.g., after a nap)

• Pre-Intimacy Warmth: Take pain medicine 30 minutes before, or use a 
warm bath/electric blanket to loosen joints

• Support & Comfort: Use water-based lubricants and support stiff 
joints with pillows or rolled sheets

• Redefining Sex: Focus on touch, massage, and emotional closeness 
rather than just penetration



Communication is paramount

• Utilize Physical Therapy: Ask an expert for ergonomic, joint-friendly 
positioning ideas

• Prioritize Mental Health: Professional counseling can help heal 
relationship strain caused by chronic pain



Talking with your partner

• Your partner cannot read your mind, and they might mistake a 
physical withdrawal for emotional rejection. Try shifting your 
language:
• Instead of: "I can't do this tonight."

• Try saying: "My joints are flaring badly right now, so that position will hurt. 
But I really want to be close to you. Can we cuddle and watch a movie 
instead?“

• Or say "Here is how we can safely be close today."



Talking with Your Doctor

• Ask for help and information
• "Could any of my current medications be lowering my sex drive or causing 

dryness?“

• "I am planning to expand my family. Are my current RMD prescriptions safe 
for pregnancy/fertility?“

• "Can you refer me to a physical therapist who specializes in pelvic or hip 
mobility?"



Safe Positional Concepts



Safe Positional Concepts

If all fails, or if unwilling or unable to try, then use vibrators or other forms of 
sex (non penetrating sex, manual sex, etc.)



Use simple pillows
or other position 

enhancers 



IntimateRider® Adventure Set



Liberator® Wedge & Ramp Intimate 
Positioning Pillow 



Velcro Sports Sheets



Hands-free or wearable sex toys



Lubricants

• If you suffer from joint pain, hand stiffness, or limited dexterity due to an RMD, 
traditional squeeze tubes or tight flip-caps can be painful to operate. Look for:

• Pump Bottles: Easy to depress with a palm or forearm rather than gripping 
with sore fingers

• Ergonomic Caps: Wide, easy-to-twist, or push-button tops



Hormone replacement therapy & sexuality





Tools to assess sexual function

• Changes in Sexual Functioning Questionnaire

• International Classification of Functioning, Disability 
and Health (questions on sexual functions and 
intimate relationships)

• Quali-sex Questionnaire

• International Index of Erectile Function (men)

• Female Sexual Function Index (women)

• SHAPE



chrome-
extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://iris.who.int/server/api/core/bitstreams/c7dbf
df1-3913-49cb-abc7-e28faaa6d4d9/content



https://serc.mb.ca/sexual-health-info/the-basics/what-is-
sexuality/sexuality-wheel/
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