Excerpts from, “Out of the Shadows: Understanding Sexual Addiction,” by Patrick Carnes, PhD (2001)

Sexual addiction can be described as occurring when a person has a pathological relationship with a mood-altering experience. It can become central to the person’s life. The addict replaces normal human relationships with sexual compulsiveness. Generally, there’s a progression through stages in which the person retreats further from the reality of friends, family, and work. The secret life becomes more real to them than their public life. What other people know is a false identity. 

Living a double life is a distortion of reality. Addicts use many devices to deny, to themselves and others, that there is a problem. Ignoring the problem, blaming others, and minimizing the behaviors are part of the addict’s defensive repertoire. Consequences such as v.d., lost jobs, arrests, squandered funds, and broken relationships are either overlooked or attributed to factors other than the addiction.

The addict knows deep down that they are untrustworthy. And to complicate matters, he often places himself in so many precarious situations that he lives in constant fear of discovery of his being so untrustworthy. The resulting suspicion and paranoia further heighten the addict’s sense of isolation and alienation.

As a guide to know when sexual behavior is addictive, consider that the following characteristics that are usually present:


1. It is a secret 

2. It is abusive to self or others, including behaviors that are exploitive, harmful, or degrading to oneself or others.


3. It is used to avoid or results in painful feelings.


4. It is empty of a caring, committed relationship.

Central to sexual addiction is the absence of relationship with others, together with the desire for heightened excitement. It is a pathological relationship in which sexual obsession replaces people. This is contrary to the healthy situation where a person first develops a relationship with another, and then the sexual component may be added, where appropriate, as an expression of a special relationship. 

A progression of events is commonly seen during the course of an addictive experience:

First, the person becomes preoccupied. This can be a trance-like state in which the person becomes completely engrossed with thoughts of sex, which creates an obsessive search for sexual stimulation.  

Second, the addict engages in rituals, or special routines that lead up to the sexual behavior. The ritual intensifies the preoccupation, and adds arousal and excitement.

Third, the actual sexual activity.

Fourth, the feeling of despair and utter hopelessness and powerlessness. The pain the addict feels at the end of the cycle can be numbed or lessened by sexual preoccupation that re-engages the addiction cycle. Each repetition builds upon the previous experiences and solidifies the pattern. As the cycle fastens its grip on the addict, the person’s life starts to disintegrate and become unmanageable.

Sexual addicts are hostages of their own preoccupation. Every passerby, every relationship, and every introduction to someone passes through the sexually obsessive filter. Addicts seek to capture the intoxication that results from the pursuit, the hunt, the search, the suspense heightened by the unusual, the stolen, the forbidden, and the risks from the illicit. Cruising, watching, waiting, preparing are part of the mood alteration.

Hours and hours may pass while a person engages in these activities. One’s work or schooling may suffer as a result. And, progressively, one’s relationships suffer as well. Kids are neglected. Spouses are ignored. Phone calls remained unreturned. Isolation deepens. Family members become increasingly distant from one another.

Without the human connections, addicts paradoxically lose touch with their own selves. The unmanageability from the addiction has run its course when there is no longer a double life. When there are no longer friends of family to protect or a job to hold or pretenses to be made, then the addict’s world has become totally insulated from real life. 

Central to the belief system of addicts is denial. At its most subtle, denial is dismissing your own intuitions. At its most blatant, it is overlooking what is right in front of you. Denial also is usually supported by extensive rationalization. 

Some addicts may continue to be charming and sociable, but all addicts become “unreachable” personally as they close off all avenues of vulnerability. Significant persons in their life start to feel cut out, pushed away, useless, neglected, and unnecessary. They become confused when the addict makes seemingly generous gestures, but lacks any personal warmth or presence.

Because they have no confidence that others will love them, addicts become calculating, strategizing, manipulative, and ruthless. Addicts often anticipate that they will be rejected. To them, rules and laws are designed for people who are lovable. Those who are unlovable have to survive in other ways. Although sexual activity alone never meets the need for love and care, still it continues to be seen as the only avenue.

Addicts are powerless over their behavior. They have lost control over their sexual expression, which is why they are defined as addicts. Commonly, addicts will pick a day, a holiday, for example, as “the last day.” Addicts betray themselves, however, in buying into the delusion that they are in control of their behavior. When they fail, it adds yet another indictment to their sense of shame. 

Employers have their own perspective on the costs of sexual addiction. Sexual addiction affects job productivity and performance, including distraction, time loss, unmanageability, and poor decision making. They can see patterns.

Within the addictive system, sexual experience becomes the reason for being – the primary relationship for the addict. There is an ongoing tension between a person’s normal self and the addicted self. As the condition continues, the person’s values, priorities, and loved ones are attacked. Sometimes, only a major crisis can restore perspective.

Recovery
All addicts face the same task in recovery: understanding their belief systems and finding alternatives. Each person must unravel the contributions of culture and family to his or her core beliefs. 

Recovery requires that a person find the courage to face their sexual compulsivity for what it truly is – an addiction. Addicts who have acknowledged their powerlessness have hope for recovery, knowing that they can get through days free from their addiction – with a lot of help. Key components of the recovery process are:


Acknowledge the need for help


Building relationships

Separating the behavior from the person

Establish clear guidelines for behavior

Promote learning from mistakes

Relieve shame about past behavior

Allow for amends to be made

Supply ongoing support and affirmation

Create a positive sense of self

Provide a method for “reality-checks”

Aid in the development of trust

Provide new options for behaviors in relationships

Accept all family members with their strengths and weaknesses.  

Recovery from addiction is the reversal of the alienation that is integral to the addiction. Addicts must establish roots in a caring community. With that support, addicts can stay straight as they struggle for a perspective on their lives. With help, they can integrate new beliefs and discard dysfunctional thinking. Without the mood-altering insanity to insulate them from knowledge about their own selves, they become participants in the restoration of their own sanity. As members live out programs, such as 12-Step, they can leave behind the double life, with all its delusion and pain.

Many addicts describe their experiences as episodic. That is, they may have extended periods with no problems. This provides the illusion of control, however, and makes it more difficult for the addict to acknowledge that there is a problem. As years pass, a pattern of bingeing reveals the addiction. And for some, the bingeing becomes so frequent that the behavior is almost constant.

During recovery, a person enmeshed in sexual addiction needs to understand their own unique pattern of sexually compulsive behavior. For example strategies for avoiding certain cues and rituals that get the addictive cycle started can be developed once a person’s particular patterns are identified.

In order to recover, addicts must alter their fundamental core beliefs. Unfortunately, the secrecy and shame connected with sexual behavior make it more difficult to get accurate information to dispel myths that are hurtful. For example, the sharing of both sexual initiative and economic opportunity among men and women can displace feelings of exploitation. When sexuality is seen as an exciting and rich part of a broader relationship, old myths that equate sexual feelings with being bad are dispelled.

12-Step programs provide a discipline of collective wisdom that has shown itself effective in helping addicts to recover. The programs can fundamentally interrupt and alter the addictive system. Among the results are that recovering persons who use the 12 Steps can say to themselves:

I am a worthwhile person deserving of pride.

I am loved and accepted by people who know me as I am.

My needs can be met by others if I let them know what I need. 

Sex is but one expression of my need and care for others.

Being surrounded by others who have shared the same problem reinforces honesty and helps one to admit to powerlessness. The insight of others also helps addicts grasp the truth that they are not bad persons. Rather, they were part of an illness that was destroying their lives. The “private religion” of the secret world must give way to a relationship with God as the first bridge to trusting relationships with others. Addicts learn that they are not alone, they are not abandoned, and therefore are not bad and unworthy.

To be accepted by others is the final rupture of the addictive system.

Through the 12-Steps, addicts learn the power the addiction has had in their lives. They discover they do not need the addiction to survive, because what they really wanted could be found in the support of others. They start to live new lives with the focus on healthy human relationships as opposed to sex. They do need the 12-Step program consistently, however, because of the addiction’s power. The conviction that the old obsessions, rituals, and behaviors will bring peace dies hard, especially under stress. Only by living the program daily and experiencing other people’s care continuously does that belief diminish.

Addicts find what their obsession could never satisfy: a deep and personal sense of self-worth and value. They can be affirmed and loved, as well as loving and affirming. A rewarding and varied sexual experience within the context of a significant relationship that adds nurturing to one’s life. Living the program ensures that sexual obsession does not direct one’s life. So addicts come to a new belief: “Sex is but one expression of my need and care for others.” 

Recovering addicts come to see that, after years of trying to control the behavior, their efforts simply intensified the problem. Ironically, they can be successful by giving up control, admitting they can’t stop, acknowledging that it is destructive to one’s life, and asking for help. First step: admitting that one is powerless over the sexual addiction and that, as a result, life had become unmanageable.

Cultural Belief systems
Some researchers have commented that we live in an exploitive society that “injures the two sexes differently. Men are seen as “expendable warriors” who must relinquish the human bonding that nurtures the soul in order to fulfill their dominant role as providers. Also, part of the male image is the conquest of 

women. Men are portrayed as being powerless when it comes to their sexual needs. For some addicts, the ultimate bind emerges when they believe they must have it, but no one will give it them. That profound sense of powerlessness can escalate to the use of force and the victimization of others. 

Women, considered “the inferior childbearers,” maintain their capacity to nurture, but give up their self-determination to a large degree. Men become economic symbols, while women become sex symbols. The essential expression of this is prostitution, that is, money for sex. These cultural expectations contribute to the addiction for both men and women. Also, women are perceived as the gatekeepers of whether men will have sex or not.

In societies where providing and relationship responsibilities are shared, responsibility for sexual initiation is also mutual. Either man or woman can reach out for one another without fear. Sexuality becomes an open and loving expression of the affection bond.

Because of the many social factors, professionals can only guess at the extent of sexual compulsivity. Addicts simply do not volunteer that information. It remains to be seen what effect the easy availability of porn and access to sex sites on the internet will have. One researcher refers to cybersex as the “crack cocaine” of sexual addiction.

Our society makes light of persons enmeshed in some sexual compulsions, seeing them as harmless and pathetic, such as with “flasher” jokes, rather than seeing them as people that are haunted, wounded, or broken. Nor is there public pride in recovery. A sex addict cannot, in our day and time, proudly announce his or her recovery, as alcoholics now can. We are perhaps decades away from a public understanding of the problem of sexual addiction. 

The “Big Book” used since the early days of Alcoholic Anonymous states:

Rarely have we seen a person fail who has thoroughly followed our path. Those who do not recover are people who cannot or will not completely give themselves to this simple program, usually men and women who are constitutionally incapable of being honest with themselves.  Many of us have felt, “What an order! I can’t go through with it.” Do not be discouraged. No one among us has been able to maintain anything like perfect adherence to the 12-step principles. We are not saints. The point is that we are willing to grow along spiritual lines. –

