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Thank you for joining me on this 
journey with Modern Intimacy. This 

ebook is a step toward creating a world where mental health, 
relationships, and sexuality are understood, respected, and 
celebrated.

Modern Intimacy was created to provide a safe, inclusive space 
for addressing life’s most intimate challenges. Mental health and 
sexual wellness are essential to overall well-being but are often met 
with stigma. Together with my team, I am committed to changing 
that narrative.

This ebook is designed to empower you with knowledge and tools 
to enhance your life. Inside, you’ll find insights and strategies that 
reflect our commitment to holistic, personalized care. Whether 
you’re seeking healing, resilience, or deeper connections, this 
guide is here to support you.

Thank you for allowing us to be part of your journey. I hope this 
ebook inspires growth, curiosity, and meaningful connections. 
Every step forward—no matter how small—is worth celebrating.

Dear Reader,

Warmly,
Dr. Kate Balestrieri
Founder, Modern Intimacy
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Understanding 
Sex Therapy

CHAPTER ONE

1.1 What is Sex Therapy?

Sex therapy is a specialized form of psychotherapy that addresses sexual issues and 
concerns affecting individuals and couples. It encompasses a range of therapeutic 
techniques aimed at helping people overcome sexual dysfunctions, enhance intimacy, 
and improve overall sexual health and satisfaction. 

Unlike general therapy, sex therapy focuses on discussions about sexual thoughts, 
feelings, and behaviors, providing a safe space to explore these often sensitive topics.

The scope of sex therapy includes but is not limited to:

Addressing sexual dysfunctions such as erectile dysfunction, 
premature (early) ejaculation, anorgasmia, and low libido.

Exploring sexual identity, sexual orientation, and  	
gender identity.

Enhancing communication between partners about sexual 
needs and desires.

Resolving the effects of sexual trauma or abuse.

Managing problematic, out-of-control, or compulsive sexual 
behaviors or addictions.
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The scope of sex therapy includes but is not limited to:

•	 Addressing sexual dysfunctions such as erectile dysfunction, premature (early) 
ejaculation, anorgasmia, and low libido.

•	 Exploring sexual identity, sexual orientation, and gender identity.
•	 Resolving the effects of sexual trauma or abuse.
•	 Enhancing communication between partners about sexual needs and desires.
•	 Managing problematic, out-of-control, or compulsive sexual behaviors or 

addictions.

Historical Background

The field of sex therapy has its roots in the mid-20th century, with pioneers like William 
Masters and Virginia Johnson leading the way. Their groundbreaking research in the 
1960s, particularly the “Human Sexual Response Cycle,” provided a scientific foundation 
for understanding human sexuality. They developed therapeutic techniques such as 
“sensate focus” exercises, which are still widely used today.

In the 1970s, Helen Singer Kaplan introduced the concept of psychosexual therapy, 
integrating psychoanalytic principles with behavioral techniques. This period also saw 
increased recognition of sexual orientation and gender identity, expanding the field’s 
inclusivity.

Over the decades, sex therapy has evolved to incorporate diverse therapeutic 
modalities, including cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), mindfulness, and somatic 
therapies. It continues to adapt to cultural shifts, technological advancements, and 
emerging research in sexual health.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cognitive_behavioral_therapy
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Roles and Responsibilities

Sex therapists perform various roles to assist their clients, including:

 

Assessment
Evaluating clients’ sexual history, 
concerns, and overall mental health 
to identify underlying issues.

Treatment Planning
Develop personalized therapy 
plans that address specificsexual 
dysfunctions or relationship issues.

Licensure
State or country-specific licensure to practice psychotherapy or counseling.

Specialized Training
Additional certification or training in sex therapy from accredited institutions 
or professional organizations, such as the American Association of Sexuality 
Educators, Counselors, and Therapists (AASECT).

Educational Background
A master’s or doctoral degree in psychology, counseling, social work, or a  	
related field.

Continuing Education
Ongoing education to stay updated on the latest research, techniques, and 
ethical standards in the field.

1.2 What is a Sex Therapist?

Qualifications and Training

A sex therapist is a licensed mental health professional who has received specialized 
training in human sexuality and sexual dysfunctions. Their qualifications typically 
include:
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Therapeutic Intervention
Utilizing evidence-based techniques 
to help clients overcome sexual 
challenges.

Collaboration
Work with other healthcare 
professionals, such as medical 
doctors or physical therapists, when 
necessary.

Education
Providing accurate information 
about sexual anatomy, physiology, 
and health.

Advocacy
Promoting sexual wellness and 
combating stigma associated with 
sexual issues.

Sex therapists maintain strict confidentiality and adhere to professional, ethical 
guidelines to ensure clients feel safe and respected. It is important to note that sex 
therapy is exclusively talk-based therapy and never includes physical touch between 
the therapist and client. 

1.3 What Does a Sex Therapist Do?

Techniques and Methodologies

Sex therapists employ a variety of therapeutic techniques tailored to individual client 
needs. Some common modalities may  include, but are not limited to:

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT): Assists clients in identifying 
and transforming thought patterns and behaviors related to sexuality, 
fostering positive sexual health and more fulfilling experiences.

Mindfulness and Relaxation Techniques: Aids in reducing anxiety 
and increasing present-moment awareness during sexual activity.

Communication Skills Training: Enhances partners’ ability to discuss 
sexual desires, boundaries, and concerns openly.

Sensate Focus Exercises:  Developed by Masters and Johnson, these 
exercises encourage partners to explore physical sensations without 
the pressure of performance.
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Psychodynamic Therapy: Explores unconscious thoughts, feelings, 
and past experiences, particularly those from childhood, to understand 
how they influence current sexual behaviors and relationship patterns.

Narrative Therapy empowers clients to reshape their personal stories 
about sexuality and relationships, helping them overcome problems by 
reframing their narratives.

Liberation Therapy: Focuses on empowering clients to challenge and 
overcome societal, cultural, or systemic constraints affecting their sexual 
health, fostering autonomy, self-expression, and personal freedom in 
their sexual experiences.

Psychoeducation: Provides information about sexual functioning, 
anatomy, and the impact of psychological factors on sexuality.

Somatic Therapy: Focuses on the mind-body connection by 
incorporating bodily sensations and movements to address 
psychological and emotional issues related to sexuality.

Behavioral Interventions: Assign homework or exercises to practice 
new skills and behaviors outside therapy sessions.

Multicultural Therapy: Considers the client’s cultural, ethnic, and 
societal background to provide culturally sensitive interventions that 
respect and integrate their values and beliefs.
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By adhering to these principles, sex therapists create a trustworthy environment 
conducive to healing and growth.

Informed Consent: Clients should be fully informed about the therapy process, 
including methods, financial cost, licensure/pre-licensure disclosure, and 
potential risks or benefits.

Professional Boundaries: Maintaining appropriate therapist-client 
relationships without dual roles or conflicts of interest.

Cultural Sensitivity: Respecting clients’ cultural, religious, and personal values 
without imposing the therapist’s beliefs.

Competence: Providing services within the scope of the therapist’s training 
and expertise and referring clients to other professionals when necessary.

Confidentiality and Ethics

Ethical practice is paramount in sex therapy due to the sensitive nature of the subject 
matter. Key ethical considerations include:

Confidentiality: Therapists must protect client privacy and only disclose 
information with explicit consent or when legally mandated (e.g. when there is 
a risk of harm to self or others).
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Finding a qualified sex therapist involves careful consideration of their credentials and 
compatibility with your needs. Steps can include:

  1.4 How to Find a Sex Therapist

Researching Credentials

Verify Licensure
Ensure the therapist is licensed to practice psychotherapy or counseling in 
your state or country. Therapists can only see clients physically located in the 
state(s) where they are licensed, regardless of whether sessions are in-person 
or via telehealth. This means that even with online therapy, they cannot legally 
provide services to clients outside their licensed jurisdictions. Understanding 
this helps prevent confusion and ensures you receive legitimate, lawful services.

Check Specialization
Look for certifications from reputable organizations like the American 
Association of Sexuality Educators, Counselors, and Therapists (AASECT), 
indicating specialized training in sex therapy. Additionally, ensure that the 
therapist specializes in the specific issue you’re seeking help with. For example, 
if you’re dealing with sex or porn addiction, find a therapist who has expertise 
in that area, as some sex therapists may focus more on sexual dysfunctions 
and have less training in other sectors of sex therapy.

Read Reviews or Testimonials
If testimonials or reviews are available, they can provide insights into the 
therapist’s approach and effectiveness. However, keep in mind that many 
therapists do not have client testimonials on their websites or social media 
due to ethical considerations regarding the client-therapist relationship. It’s 
important to respect this and understand that a lack of testimonials doesn’t 
necessarily reflect the therapist’s competence.

Review Experience
Consider how long they have practiced and their experience with the specific 
issues you’re facing. A therapist with extensive experience in your area of 
concern may provide more effective guidance.

https://www.modernintimacy.com/


Modern Intimacy

Before committing to therapy, it can be helpful to have an initial consultation. Questions 
to consider asking:

Several resources can help locate a qualified sex therapist:
•	 AASECT (American Association of Sexuality Educators, Counsilors and 

Therapists) Directory: A comprehensive list of certified sex therapists.
•	 IITAP(International Institute for Trauma and Addiction Professionals) 

Directory: A comprehensive list of certified sex addiction therapists. 
•	 ATSA (Association for the Treatment and Prevention of Sexual Abuse) 

Directory: A comprehensive list of certified professionals specializing in the 
assessment and treatment of sexual behavior disorders.

•	 Psychology Today Therapist Finder: Allows filtering by specialization, 
location, and insurance.

Assess how comfortable you feel during this interaction, as a strong therapeutic 
alliance is crucial for success.

Questions to Ask During the Consultation

Online Directories and Professional Organizations

	 • What is your experience with my specific issue?
	 • What therapeutic approaches do you use?
	 • How do you handle confidentiality?
	 • What are your fees, and do you accept insurance?
	 • What is the expected duration of therapy?
	 • How often should one attend therapy sessions?

https://www.aasect.org/
https://iitap.com/
https://www.atsa.com/
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•	 Inclusive Therapists: A directory to help people find therapists who are 
culturally sensitive and committed to racial, 2SLGBTQIA+, neurodivergence, 
and disability justice.

•	 Local Professional Networks: State or regional psychological associations 
may have directories.

•	 Referrals: Recommendations from healthcare providers or  	  	
trusted individuals.

•	 Online therapy platforms also offer access to licensed sex therapists for 
those preferring virtual sessions.

Finding a qualified sex therapist involves careful consideration of their credentials and 
compatibility with your needs. Steps can include:

1.5 What is Sex Addiction Therapy?

Understanding Sex Addiction

Out of Control Sexual Behavior (OCSB), also referred to as sex addiction, hypersexuality, 
or compulsive sexual behavior, is characterized by excessive engagement in sexual 
activities to the extent that it disrupts daily life, relationships, and well-being. Symptoms 
may include:									          		    	
	

•	 Preoccupation: Persistent thoughts about sexual activities.
•	 Loss of Control: Inability to limit or stop the behaviors.
•	 Negative Consequences: Continued behavior despite adverse effects on health, 

finances, relationships, or work.
•	 Shame: Feelings of distress when unable to engage in the behaviors.
•	 Withdrawal: Isolation from relationships, passions, and hobbies.              		

	

It’s important to note that sex addiction is a controversial term and is not recognized 
universally in medical manuals like the DSM-5, which instead refers to related 
compulsive behaviors. The ICD-11 includes Compulsive Sexual Behaviour Disorder 
(6C72), though it is not widely recognized in the United States. This condition involves a 
persistent inability to control intense, repetitive sexual impulses or behaviors, causing 
significant distress or impairment in personal, social, or occupational functioning.

https://www.modernintimacy.com/
https://www.theharveyinstitute.com/assets/content/uploads/2019/09/HANDOUT-Dublin-OCSB09-28-2019.pdf
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While general sex therapy addresses a wide range of sexual issues, therapy for OCSB 
(sex addiction therapy) specifically focuses on helping individuals regain control over 
compulsive sexual behaviors. Key differences include:

Differences from General Sex Therapy

Assessment Tools
Specialized assessments evaluate the severity and impact of the addiction, using 
questionnaires and interviews to identify patterns, triggers, and co-occurring 
mental health issues.

Therapeutic Techniques
Incorporation of addiction treatment models, with coordination for medication 
management when necessary. Sex therapists cannot prescribe medication; 
clients requiring medication are referred to psychiatrists for evaluation and 
prescription management. Treatment may require higher levels of care, like 
Intensive Outpatient Programs (IOP) or Partial Hospitalization Programs 
(PHP), alongside psychotherapy with a Certified Sex Therapist or Certified Sex 
Addiction Therapist (CSAT). Approaches include Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy 
(CBT), psychodynamic therapy, Internal Family Systems,  somatic therapies, and 
mindfulness-based interventions adapted for addiction.

Treatment Goals
Emphasis on abstinence or controlled behavior, managing triggers, and 
preventing relapse.

Support Systems
Emphasis on abstinence or controlled behavior, managing triggers, and  	
preventing relapse.

Additional support can include Involvement in group therapy or sex addiction-
specific 12-step programs.

Treatment for OCSB (Sex addiction therapy) often requires a multidisciplinary 
approach, integrating medical, psychological, and social interventions.
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1.6 How is It Different Than Sex Therapy?

Treatment Approaches

Sex Therapy

Focus
Addresses sexual dysfunctions, intimacy challenges, and communication 
between partners.

Techniques Behavioral exercises, education, communication training, and 
emotional exploration.

Techniques
CBT for compulsivity, relapse prevention strategies, and  	  	  	
possibly pharmacotherapy.

Duration
May be short-term or issue-specific.

Focus
Targets compulsive sexual behaviors and underlying psychological factors.

Duration
Often longer-term, with ongoing support to maintain recovery.

OCSB or Sex Addiction Therapy:

Enhance Sexual Functioning
Improve physical and emotional aspects of sexual experiences.

Strengthen Relationships
Foster better communication and intimacy between partners.

Resolve Specific Issues
Address problems like performance anxiety or lack of desire.

Goals and Outcomes

Sex Therapy
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