EROTICINTELLIGENCE FOR
RECOVERING SEX ADDICTS

By Alex Katehakis, MFT, CSAT, CST

Editor’s Note: This article is comprised of material from the author’s book,
Erotic Intelligence: Igniting Hot, Healthy Sex While in Recovery from Sex Addiction.

ot, healthy sex comes from a mutual commitment

to recover from sex addiction and build a healthy

relationship. Yet knowing what lays the founda-
tion for this kind of addiction is critical in rebuilding neu-
ral pathways that make having hot, healthy sex possible.

It’s important to realize that sexual addiction resides in the
brain, not in the vital parts. During the first two years of
one’s life, eye contact, facial expression, gesture, tone of
voice, touch, movement and empathic interactions pro-
foundly affect the development of an infant’s right brain—
the side that includes a complex neural network connected
with emotions and moods.

In addition to functions such as processing social and emo-

tional interactions, learning and memory, reward and pleas-
ure, judgment and morality, the right brain is also primarily
involved inan infant’s ability to form attachments. It is also
the area of the brain that regulates one’s emotional and
physiological states. “Regulating states” or self-regulation
refers to an ability to be aware of, control and monitor emo-
tional reactions, impulses and behavior. This affects one’s
ability to repair emotional distress, usually by taking con-
trol of and renegotiating the surrounding environment. It
often takes the form of seeking comfort from another,
meaning that a child who has learned to successfully self-
regulate and/or seek co-regulation from another responds
well to life and adjusts to what doesn’t work.



How sex addicts regulate these states
differs from healthy self-regulation.
Most likely, their self-regulation skills
were impaired or absent in childhood.
It’s common for them to have limited
ability to control their behaviors. For
them, the most frequent source of dis-
rupted behavioral patterns stems from
emotional disconnection modeled in
their families of origin—often starting
in infancy.

Road to recovery

For sex addicts to experience an in-
tense high, requires more and more
stimulation over time. Dopamine—
the body’s chemical reward transmit-
ter—is what raises the tension from “I
want it” to “I've got to have it.” When
an addiction hijacks the dopamine sys-
tem, it’s like receiving the pleasure of
winning a race without the effort of
running; addicts experience a high
they didn’t work for. Before long, ad-
dicts’ brains become sensitized to the
experience, so they crave more and
seek to get more.

On the road to recovery, sober sex ad-
dicts can use this knowledge to “cut
new grooves”—that is, they can find
ways to curb their impulse for “more.”
One way is by choosing new goals for
achieving pleasure within a safe envi-
ronment. That leads to carving out
new behaviors that will eventually
boost their erotic intelligence and
bring them closer to true intimacy.

Like other addictions, recovering from
sex addiction involves learning new
ways to cope with the world, and
changing certain undesirable behav-
iors. For example, addicts can decide
to have honest dialogues with their
spouses and repeat that action again
and again in a comfortable, familiar

environment. Doing this causes their
neural networks to gradually light up
and new “grooves” to be cut.

This process of cutting grooves can be
understood by examining how tod-
dlers learn. To acquire new skills like
crawling and walking, they place their
full attention on interacting within
their safe environment. They look to

their caregivers for reassurance and
approval to know they are on the right
track. These actions get repeated
again and again, thus cutting new
grooves in the right hemisphere of the
brain so new behaviors can eventually
happen at will. However, many things
can disrupt their safe environment
during this learning phase. Parents
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spanking them or velling at them
rocks that feeling of safety and puts
them on alert. Their attention gets di-
vided between their innate need to
learn and an urgent focus on impend-
ingdanger. Similarly, when those with
addictions come out of their isolated
environments, they need to put time
and effort into changing the patterned
impulses within their brains to ad-
dress perceived danger.

Why would sex addicts take on the
challenge of “cutting new grooves”
and changing their behaviors? Because
they have decided it’s time to “grow
up”; they want to emerge whole from
any lingering adolescent sexual be-
haviors that are hurting them, and to
strive to “unfreeze” existing patterns.
More important, they desire to “be
present” in their intimate relation-
ships thereby creating new founda-
tions of healthy attachments and
bonding in sexual relationships that
are free from previous addictive be-
haviors. Hot, healthy sex based on true
intimacy is the reward.

Successful infant attachment and on-
going bonding allow for one’s emo-
tional qualities to expand when they
engage with a partner. Children who
have developed healthy personalities
learn to be comfortable striking out on
their own while taking risks and expe-
riencing logical consequences. The
more they explore, achieve and suc-
ceed, the more secure and assured they
feel throughout life. As adults, they
naturally become autonomous, feel
competent in their interactions and
confident in their decision-making.

Attachment feeds autonomy in this
way. People who are autonomous seek
the connection and comfort of attach-
ment with their partners. They know
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who they are and allow the same au-
tonomy for their partners. They expe-
rience the human bonding process as
growing into independence and being
capable of negotiating people and
tasks successfully.

Yet, here’s the paradox. People do not
exist independently; they seek a heart-
to-heart relationship so they can know
themselves more intimately. That’s
where sex comes in. Sexual energy be-
tween two people is a primal force



comprised of power (energy that
moves toward another) and virtue
(knowing the energy between the two
is right). When they come together in-
tending to experience attachment and
autonomy, these energies create a bal-
ance between them. As the Tao Te
Ching states, “Togetherness includes
separateness. Separateness includes
togetherness. Within each there is the
other.”

Those who become sex addicts use
sex as a way to exert power and control
over their situations. By comparison,
healthy people feel the true power of
their sexuality when they understand
how to change and grow honestly.
Achieving and sustaining their sexual
potential requires staying current with
what’s true about their changing sexu-
ality, bodies and sexual interests. From
there, they willingly commit to sharing
those changes with their partners. They
turn to active (not passive) coping skills
to make the changes they desire.

Active coping skills include seeking
support or solace from others and gen-
erating possible solutions. An example
would be going to 12 Step meetings
and reaching out to people in the pro-
gram. Active coping also includes self-
regulatory, solitary activities, such as
journaling, reading, meditation and
contemplation. In contrast, passive
coping skills include escape, avoid-
ance, chronically going into sexual
fantasy, masturbating in secrecy, iso-
lating and withdrawing from others.
Passive coping can engender helpless-
ness and/or hopelessness.

Addictive versus
healthy sexual behaviors

Ultimately, the relationship game is
about people feeling okay about them-

selves. They have tounderstand that no
one—not their partners, nor their
counselors, nor anyone else—can
“save” them. Whatever goes wrong is
up to them to change, including
adjusting their primary learned re-
sponses that don’t work in a healthy
way.

Instead of repairing their old discon-
necting patterns, most addicts replace
their partners—and go on to reenact
their unhealthy patterns.

Ironically, sex addicts who have had an
astounding number of varied sexual
experiences know little about rela-
tional sex. Their ideas can be ritualis-
tic, simplistic and even adolescent due
to engaging long-term in stunted
arousal patterns. Understanding what
healthy sex can be has alluded them.

Having a healthy sexual relationshipis
perhaps best defined by what two peo-
ple consider an ideal sexual state; it’s
knowing the functions of the sexual
anatomy for both genders; it's culti-
vating healthy sex habits; accepting
oneself without shame and blame; and
being aware of the roles that mastur-
bation and fantasy play. Overall, it's
focusing on positive sexuality.

The chart (see p.56) shows “at a
glance” the differences between sex-
ual behavior that’s healthy and behav-

ior that characterizes addictive sex.

Pathway to creating intimacy

When sexaddictsare nolonger driven
by the chemical high of falling in love
or chasing orgasms, intimacy and
love become a choice. Here's how
behavioral changes can happen:

e Changing old habits requires
choosing a specific target behav-
ior and repeating it in a comfort-

able and familiar environment.
This might mean taking time to
look into a partner’s eyes during
intercourse, even though it could
elicit discomfort at first.

¢ The new behaviors change from
first-stage meaning (i.e., follow-
ing a plan to stay sexually sober)
to second-stage meaning (i.e., in-
tegratinga full range of sexual be-
haviors that are relational).

e New behaviors require cutting
new grooves or opening neural
pathways. Cutting new grooves
requires processing any tension
felt around establishing new
patterns.

¢ All of the strategies used to de-
velop richer relationships with
partners have one goal: fo make
new behavior patterns comfortable
and familiar.

o Intimate sex relies on self-love,
nurturance and the willingness to
feel deeply. Being vulnerable and
fully present lays the path to inti-
macy and erotic intelligence.

e Healthy sex requires the four
cornerstones of intimacy—self-
knowledge, connection and
comfort, responsibility with dis-
cernment and empathy with emo-
tion—to be in play. It's wise to
place the most emphasis on the
fourth one—empathy for one’s
partner.

Intimacy means feeling so comfort-
able with another that experiencing
the closeness, the heart bond, is val-
ued more than any “high.”

The road to recovery calls fora greater
understanding of true intimacy and its
components, which I call the four cor-
nerstones of intimacy.
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