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Addiction
Is he addicted or is it just an excuse?
T

By Dr. Rachel Needle

iger Woods. Jesse James. David Duchovny. The first word that may come to mind

after hearing these Hollywood names may be “cheating”. Next, it may be “sex

addict”. These three are among the growing list of celebrities who have gone to

“sex rehab” after being caught having multiple affairs while married. Hollywood
seems to be simultaneously embracing and sensationalizing a pattern of dealing

with a discovered affair after being publicly scrutinized and thrown out of the fam-

ily home as a “sexual addiction”. But Hollywood’s “Band-aid” approach may not
be the answer for most. While “sex rehab” can be helpful for some, the truth is
we don’t know whether the three previously mentioned celebrities are truly “sex
addicts”. And that makes all the difference, in terms of treatment.
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Cheating on a partner alone, does not mean a person’s sexual
behavior is out of control and that the label “sex addict” is justified.
The American Psychiatric Association, who publishes the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders has never included a diagnosis like sexual addiction/compulsivity (or some variation). They are
currently debating whether to include sexual addiction or sexual compulsivity in the next edition, and if so, how they will define it. This diagnosis is extremely controversial beginning even with the terminology.
Some experts call this range of symptoms sexual addiction, others term
it sexual compulsivity, others call it hypersexuality, and even others term
it compulsive or impulsive sexual behavior.
Regardless of what term is used, this debate is heated among sexuality experts. On the one side you have those with beliefs similar to
Ricky and Larry Siegel, two sexologist brothers in Palm Beach County,
who say that “labeling sex, or any behavior, as an addiction is overly
simplistic, hugely subjective, moralistic and does not address the
underlying issues that drive the behavior. Moreover, it often places
sexual scandals around infidelity or online porn in the same category
as serious psychological disturbances”. While on the other side of the
debate are those like Dr. Stanley Althof, the executive director of
Center for Marital and Sexual Health of South Florida in West Palm
Beach, who feel that “sexual addiction is a useful term because it

Is Your Sexual Behavior
[√] Out of Control ?

allows a person to label themselves an addict and thus get treatment.”
While not a conventional addiction, an individual’s psychological experience is similar to those who have alcohol or substance addictions.

The following are a few questions taken from Patrick

They use words like craving, out of control, unable to stop, powerless,

Carnes’ Sexual Addiction Screening Test. Answering yes

mood altering, etc.

to any or all of these questions does NOT necessarily
mean you have a problem. However, if you do feel that
your sexual behavior is out of your control and is causing problems for you, please consult a Certified Sex

What Exactly is Sexual Addiction?
Before we can answer this question, it’s important to understand
from where the question arises . “Am I normal?” is a question that is

Therapist (www.aasect.org; www.sstarnet.org;

asked over and over again throughout a person’s life—both to him or

www.iitap.com)

herself and to others. People question many parts of their behavior
and characteristics, wondering “is this normal?” This question can

1. Do you often find yourself preoccupied with sexual
thoughts?

refer to anything from how often they use the restroom or how long
their pinky toe is. Normal is defined as “usual”, “healthy” and
“occurring naturally”. However, the definition is quite vague, and we

2. Has your sexual behavior ever created problems for
you and your family?

are constantly faced with defining what is normal when it comes to
behavior. Defining sexual behavior is even more difficult, because people don’t always speak openly about what they are really doing sexually.

3. Are any of your sexual activities against the law?

For those who do believe in a constellation of symptoms that
make up a diagnosis regardless of what one chooses to call it, how

4. Have you made efforts to quit a type of sexual
activity and failed?

do they then define sexual addiction? Dr. Stephanie Carnes, the
executive director of the Palm Beach Institute in West Palm Beach,
defines sexual addiction as “a pathological relationship to a mood

5. Have important parts of your life (such as job, family,

altering experience (sex) that the individual continues to engage in

friends, leisure activities) been neglected because

despite adverse consequences”. Carnes adds that there are 10 cri-

you were spending too much time on sex?

teria that should be considered when making a diagnosis of sexual
addiction, which include “loss of control, compulsive behavior,

6. Has sex (or romantic fantasies) been a way for you
to escape your problems?

efforts to stop, loss of time, preoccupation, inability to fulfill obligations, continuation despite consequences, escalation, losses and
withdrawal”.

7. Have you engaged in unsafe or "risky" sex even
though you knew it could cause you harm?

continued on page 68
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continued from page 41
Healthy sexuality exists on a wide continuum, which is one reason that
defining how much sex is too much can become difficult. But the truth is,
most sexuality experts agree, that sexual addiction—or whatever you
choose to call it—is not even about sex per se! Dr. Althof suggests that
compulsive sexual behavior “is a way to manage other unresolved problems, such as issues of masculinity, mood disorders or anxiety”. Sexual
behavior is simply the outlet these people turn to, as opposed to other
vices such as overeating or using cocaine.
The Media’s Role
The one thing that experts on both sides seem to agree on is that the
media is sensationalizing “sexual addiction” by labeling any person who
cheats on their spouse as a sex addict. In the case of celebrities, once the
media attaches this label the celebrity then attends a rehabilitation program, apologizes to family and to the public, and continues on with life.
Some, like the Siegel brothers, believe it is not a good excuse and simply
allows people to say “it’s not my fault, I have a disease”. However, even
those who believe in a diagnosis of sexual addiction do not believe an
“addict” is devoid of responsibility.
It is important to understand that cheating on your spouse does not
make you a “sex addict,” and even those who believe in the diagnosis
would agree. It is, rather, the compulsive pattern despite the adverse consequences that contribute to the behavior being problematic and possibly
pathological.
Is There Hope?
Help exists for anyone who is ready and willing to change their behavior. There are psychologists and mental health counselors who specialize in
different areas of helping individuals who want to make changes in their
lives. Surrounding the issue of sexuality, there are many therapists that specialize in understanding individual’s sexual behavior. It is important to
understand the process by which the behavior began. Treatment is most
effective when it is done in combination with medication and therapy
aimed at reducing sexual urges and managing co-existing problems such as
anxiety or depression. Self-help groups and group psychotherapy can also
be useful for individuals with concerns about their sexuality.
What About the Partner?
When a secret sexual life is discovered or disclosed, whether it be an
affair, compulsive use of internet pornography, paying for sex, or the like,
the range of emotions of both partners may be unstable and may shift
between shock, sadness, guilt, anger, fear, hopelessness, rage, anxiety,
confusion, relief, rejection and hurt. Especially when the behavior is
known to the public, the partner may also feel embarrassed, full of
rage, and feel pressure to leave his or her partner. However, the best
thing for the hurt partner to do, is to sit with his or her emotions,
reflect on the issues and not act impulsively. Seeking confidential psychotherapy to be supported during this difficult time can be extremely
helpful.
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Dr. Rachel Needle is a licensed psychologist and a certified sex therapist
in private practice at the Center for Marital and Sexual Health of South
Florida. Dr. Needle can be reached at 561.822.5454, cmshsf.com, or
drrachel.com.

