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Sexual health is an integral aspect of overall well-being and quality of life, yet it is 
often overlooked in medical practice. Healthcare practitioners, including doctors, 
nurses, psychologists, physiotherapists, and other members of the multidisciplinary 
healthcare team, should be equipped with a comprehensive understanding of sexual 
health and its connections to physical, emotional, and psychological well-being.

The recognition that sexual dysfunction can be secondary to other medical 
conditions is particularly important, as many patients experience sexual health 
challenges as a consequence of chronic illness, medical treatments, or lifestyle 
factors. When sexual health is considered in a holistic context, healthcare 
practitioners can offer a higher level of patient care, enhance the patient’s quality of 
life, and improve overall treatment outcomes.

THE IMPORTANCE OF 
HEALTHCARE PRACTITIONERS’ 
KNOWLEDGE OF SEXUAL HEALTH

SEXUAL HEALTH: A KEY ASPECT OF GENERAL HEALTH 
AND WELL-BEING
Sexual health is not only about the ability to engage in sexual activity but also includes a person’s emotional and psychological 
connection to intimacy, desire, and their sense of self. It is linked to multiple aspects of general health and quality of life,  
such as:

PHYSICAL HEALTH
•	 Conditions like diabetes, 

cardiovascular disease, and 
neurological disorders can directly 
impact sexual function by affecting 
blood flow, nerve function, or 
hormonal balance.

MENTAL HEALTH
•	 Anxiety, depression, stress, 

and relationship problems can 
contribute to or exacerbate sexual 
dysfunction. Addressing mental 
health issues often requires an 
integrated approach, where sexual 
health is considered part of overall 
emotional well-being.

SOCIAL AND RELATIONAL 
HEALTH
•	 Sexual health is also deeply 

connected to interpersonal 
relationships. Dysfunction in this 
area can cause distress not only 
for the individual but also for their 
partner, which can, in turn, affect 
the quality of their relationship and 
overall happiness.

SEXUAL DYSFUNCTION AS A SECONDARY ISSUE IN 
OTHER MEDICAL CONDITIONS
Sexual dysfunction is frequently secondary to a wide range of medical conditions, medications, or treatments, and it can often 
be the first sign of an underlying health issue. Many patients may feel embarrassed or uncomfortable discussing sexual health 
concerns with their healthcare provider, which is why it’s essential for clinicians to create an open, supportive environment 
where these issues can be addressed openly.
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COMMON MEDICAL 
CONDITIONS LINKED TO 
SEXUAL DYSFUNCTION:
1.	 CARDIOVASCULAR 

DISEASE
•	 Sexual dysfunction (especially 

erectile dysfunction in men) 
is strongly associated with 
cardiovascular diseases such as 
hypertension and atherosclerosis. 
The reduced blood flow that 
occurs in these conditions can 
impair the ability to achieve or 
maintain an erection, and this 
dysfunction may serve as an early 
warning sign of cardiovascular 
issues.

2.	 DIABETES
•	 Both type 1 and type 2 diabetes 

can cause sexual dysfunction due 
to the impact of elevated blood 
sugar levels on blood vessels 
and nerve function. Men may 
experience erectile dysfunction, 
while women may have difficulty 
with arousal and lubrication. 
Poorly controlled diabetes is 
one of the most common causes 
of neuropathy-related sexual 
dysfunction.

3.	 NEUROLOGICAL 
DISORDERS

•	 Conditions like multiple sclerosis, 
spinal cord injuries, and Parkinson’s 
disease often lead to sexual 
dysfunction due to the disruption 
of nerve pathways responsible 
for sexual arousal and response. 
Sexual dysfunction in these cases 
is often an early indicator of the 
severity or progression of the 
underlying neurological condition.

4.	 HORMONAL IMBALANCES
•	 Hypogonadism 

(low testosterone), 
hyperprolactinemia, and thyroid 
disorders can significantly affect 
sexual desire and performance. 
Men with low testosterone may 
experience erectile dysfunction, 
reduced libido, and difficulty 
achieving orgasm, while women 
may experience vaginal dryness 
and reduced sexual desire.

5.	 MEDICATIONS AND 
TREATMENTS

•	 Medications like antidepressants, 
antihypertensives, chemotherapy, 
and radiotherapy can cause sexual 
dysfunction as a side effect. 
For example, SSRIs (selective 
serotonin reuptake inhibitors) 
used to treat depression may lead 
to decreased libido and difficulties 
with orgasm. Chemotherapy for 
cancer treatment can cause both 
temporary and long-term sexual 
health challenges.

6.	 PSYCHOLOGICAL 
CONDITIONS

•	 Anxiety, depression, and stress 
are significant contributors to 
sexual dysfunction. These mental 
health conditions can reduce 
libido, cause difficulties in arousal, 
or create performance anxiety, 
which further exacerbates sexual 
issues. Psychological factors must 
be considered in the management 
of sexual dysfunction, especially 
when treating medical conditions 
that may have a mental health 
component.

THE ROLE OF HEALTHCARE PRACTITIONERS IN 
ADDRESSING SEXUAL HEALTH
Healthcare practitioners must be proactive in identifying and addressing sexual health issues, as they can significantly impact 
the overall well-being and quality of life of their patients. It is essential that sexual health is integrated into routine assessments, 
particularly for patients with chronic conditions or those undergoing medical treatments that may affect sexual function.

CREATING A COMFORTABLE ENVIRONMENT FOR DISCUSSION:
CONFIDENTIALITY
•	 Practitioners must ensure that 

patients feel safe discussing 
sensitive topics such as sexual 
health. Confidentiality and trust 
are paramount in encouraging 
open communication.

NON-JUDGMENTAL 
ATTITUDE
•	 A non-judgmental approach 

ensures that patients feel 
respected and supported, 
regardless of the nature of their 
sexual health concerns.

REGULAR SCREENING
•	 Routine screening for sexual 

dysfunction should be part 
of comprehensive health 
assessments, particularly for 
patients with known risk factors 
(e.g., those with diabetes, 
cardiovascular disease, or 
neurological conditions).
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COLLABORATION ACROSS THE MULTIDISCIPLINARY TEAM:
Sexual dysfunction often requires a multidisciplinary approach for effective management. In addition to medical 
professionals, a range of specialists can be involved in care, including:

PSYCHOLOGISTS AND SEX 
THERAPISTS
•	 To address the psychological 

and emotional aspects of sexual 
dysfunction, such as performance 
anxiety, depression, or relationship 
difficulties.

UROLOGISTS AND 
GYNECOLOGISTS
•	 For conditions affecting the 

reproductive system and sexual 
function, including erectile 
dysfunction, pelvic pain, or vaginal 
health concerns.

PHYSIOTHERAPISTS
•	 Specialising in pelvic floor 

therapy and rehabilitation, 
these professionals can assist 
with muscle strengthening and 
improving sexual function.

ENDOCRINOLOGISTS
•	  For hormone-related sexual 

dysfunction, especially in 
conditions like low testosterone or 
thyroid imbalances.

NURSES AND SOCIAL 
WORKERS
•	 To provide patient education, 

emotional support, and resources 
for sexual health issues.

PHARMACISTS
•	 Are a valuable resource where 

medications may in involved in 
the dysfunction and also offer 
an insight into what medications 
might be most appropriate, how 
best to take/administer them and 
the side effects they can have.

THE IMPACT OF ADDRESSING SEXUAL HEALTH
When healthcare practitioners effectively address sexual health concerns, patients are more likely to experience 
improvements in their overall well-being. Some of the positive outcomes include:

IMPROVED RELATIONSHIPS
•	 Addressing sexual dysfunction 

can help restore intimacy and 
strengthen relationships between 
partners.

INCREASED QUALITY OF LIFE
•	 Sexual health is a key component 

of a patient’s overall well-being. 
Restoring sexual function or 
providing effective management 

strategies can lead to an improved 
sense of self and increased 
confidence.

BETTER MENTAL HEALTH
•	 By resolving or managing sexual 

dysfunction, patients may 
experience reduced anxiety, 
depression, and stress, leading to a 
better mental and emotional state.

HOLISTIC CARE
•	 A comprehensive, holistic 

approach to healthcare that 
includes sexual health allows 
patients to feel valued and 
supported in all aspects of their life, 
not just their physical health.
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CONCLUSION
Healthcare practitioners, including the entire multidisciplinary team, play a critical role in addressing sexual health concerns 
and recognising their links to general health, well-being, and quality of life. Sexual dysfunction is often secondary to a wide 
range of medical conditions or treatments, yet it remains an area that is frequently overlooked or neglected in patient care. 
By taking a proactive, holistic approach to sexual health, healthcare providers can help patients achieve better outcomes, 
improve their relationships, and enhance their overall quality of life.


