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FIND YOUR YES       science & medicine

Having any kind of arthritis 
can seriously cramp your 
sex life. “When my patients 
develop severe arthritis, it’s 
had an indescribable impact 
on their love lives. Many feel 
embarrassed to talk about the 
pain, the difficulty of perform
ing and the deformities that 
can occur,” says Moshe Lewis, 
MD, of San Carlos, Califor
nia, who treats patients with 
chronic pain and arthritis.  

Says Erin Bauer, MD, a rheu
matologist with Virginia Mason 
Medical Center in Seattle, 
Wash ington, “Some [arthritis] 
medications do cause some 
weight gain, nausea and fatigue, 
which can be detrimental to 
body image and desire. Hav
ing active joint pain will also 
impact [sexual intimacy].”

In Good Company 
Drs. Lewis and Bauer want their 
patients to know they are not 
alone, and research backs them 
up. According to a recent Aus
tralian metaanalysis, people 

with inflammatory arthritis 
(IA) – including rheumatoid 
arthritis, psoriatic arthritis and 
ankylosing spondylitis – expe
rience more challenges with 
pain, mobility restrictions, body 
image, desire, erectile dysfunc
tion, fatigue and selfesteem 
compared to similar people 
without IA. This is the first 

review to conclusively link pain 
and functional disability from 
inflammatory arthritis with 
impaired sexual function and 
compromised intimacy.  

Numerous other studies look
ing at the effects of osteoarthritis 
(especially of the knee or hip) 
on sexuality also have shown 
impacts due to pain and mobility 
issues as well as other related 
factors, including depression 
and medication side effects.   

The hope is that these kinds 
of findings will raise awareness 
among patients and providers 
and encourage more communi
cation and holistic care.  

“The sexual problems attrib
uted to … arthritis are both psy
chological and physical,” says 
Anthony Kouri, MD, orthopedic 
surgeon at the University of 
Toledo Medical Center in Ohio. 
“This is an issue that I discuss 
with patients frequently.” 

Other doctors might not – and 
some patients may have a hard 
time broaching the subject. 

“It would be ideal to make 
an appointment just to discuss 
these issues specifically. Other
wise [doctors] tend to focus the 
visit on how well controlled the 
arthritis is, but may not directly 
ask about this aspect of life 

with arthritis,” says Dr. Bauer. 
“Write this down as a specific 
question to ask about.”  

Creative Solutions 
Dr. Lewis counsels couples 
to try less demanding sexual 
positions, such as lying side
byside. He suggests improving 
flexibility through massage 
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       science & medicine

therapy, hot baths, whirlpool use, myo
fascial therapy and chairbased yoga. 
Sometimes he refers patients to sex 
therapists who can help “bridge” the 
conversation with a partner. 

Phoenixbased orthopedic surgeon 
Josh Vella, MD, considers sexual health 
part of his patients’ overall wellbeing. 
“In addition to a strong painmanage
ment strategy, I look for ways to miti
gate the negative side effects prescribed 
medications have on patients.” 

Dr. Vella may recommend nonsteroi
dal antiinflammatory drugs (NSAIDs), 
muscle relaxants, topical analgesics or 
CBD oil to lessen joint pain. As an added 
benefit, they can kickstart sexual activity. 
“Something as simple as applying heat to 
an affected area … or incorporating mas
sage can be forms of foreplay,” he notes. 

Getting the right medications is 
important, Dr. Bauer says. “We want to 
balance controlling people’s joint pain 
and arthritis with the side effects from 
medications. As always, keeping open 
communication with your provider 
about side effects is best. What are rea
sonable side effects from medications 
versus what can be modified? Consider 
asking for a specific physical or occupa
tion therapy referral if you think that’d 
be helpful,” she says. 

Compassion is key in relationships. 
“It goes a long way when your significant 
other expresses empathy for your pain,” 
says Dr. Vella. “Intimacy is enhanced 
when you share understanding. Even 
helping with chores creates a connec
tion, a feeling of being supported and 
loved.” —SUZANNE WRIGHT

“ INTIMACY IS ENHANCED 
WHEN YOU SHARE 

UNDERSTANDING.”
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