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Dr Karen Gurney is a consultant clinical psychologist and certified psychosexologist, and is a recognised national expert in the theory and practice of therapy around all aspects of sexual wellbeing and function. She is currently Head of Wellbeing Services at the award-winning sexual health clinic 56 Dean Street (Chelsea and Westminster Hospital NHS Foundation Trust), as well as Director of The Havelock Clinic, an independent sexual problems service based in London. Dr Gurney regularly writes and is featured in publications such as Vogue and Marie Claire as well as appearing on podcasts, radio and TV. Dr Gurney has given two TED talks, the latter of which has had over 1.6 million views. Dr Gurney is on Instagram as @thesexdoctor. She is the author of Mind the Gap and How Not to Let Having Kids Ruin Your Sex Life.




Praise for MIND THE GAP by Dr Karen Gurney:

‘This book taught me so much about female desire. A must read!’ – Cherry Healey

‘Reveals how you can supercharge desire in a long relationship’ – Daily Mail

‘Mind The Gap by Dr Karen Gurney reveals the essential factors that drive women’s desire and explains how you can harness them to achieve brilliant, satisfying sex long into old age.’ – Red

‘Nothing stays the same as we age, and that includes our sex lives. But how we approach intimate moments can mean the difference between satisfaction and disappointment. That’s the premise behind Harley Street psychologist Dr Karen Gurney’s debut book Mind the Gap.’ – Sheer Luxe

‘[one of] the best books of 2020 to shop now’ – Glamour magazine

‘Mind the Gap sets out to dispel some long-held sexual myths’ – Vogue

‘Drawing upon her clinical experience, certified psychosexologist Dr Karen Gurney lays bare the history of sex, its role in society, bedroom inequality and libido – alongside actionable advice on how to have the kind, and frequency, of sex you want.’ – Women’s Health

‘I thoroughly recommend Dr Karen Gurney’s book Mind The Gap if you’d like to explore more about how sexual desire isn’t something we should expect to be constantly present so long as we ‘love’ or ‘fancy’ someone, but is actually dependent upon all sorts of additional contextual factors, and how understanding all these – and to some extent, planning around them – can aid us in fostering greater desire if we wish to.’ – Alix Fox, Grazia




By Dr Karen Gurney and available from Headline

Mind the Gap: The Truth about Desire & How to Futureproof Your Sex Life




About the Book

‘A complete game-changer for my relationship’ Hannah Witton

‘Throw away the "new baby" books, THIS is the only book all parents need to read’ Dr Martha Deiros Collado

‘An inclusive, expert guide to an issue that affects all kinds of parents’ Tom Cox (@unlikelydad)

There’s a saying that having a baby is like a bomb going off in your relationship, and our sex lives are often part of the destruction left behind. But it doesn’t have to be this way.

Sexual satisfaction is at its lowest for couples who have young families. Sleepless nights, plus changes to our bodies, identities and priorities mean that the passion that brought you together can start to feel like a distant memory. But how can you retain a great sexual connection even when you have so little time? How can you make sure that you still feel like sexual partners not just strung out co-parents at the end of the day?

Dr Karen Gurney is a consultant clinical psychologist and certified psychosexologist. In this essential book for parents everywhere, she will show you how to navigate the changes to your intimate lives that starting a family inevitably brings - and ensure you have great sex, forever. You’ll discover how to communicate, how to invite intimacy, how to avoid key relationship pitfalls and how to survive the chaos and pressures of family life, and sleep deprivation at every stage. Optimistic, wise and compassionate, this book shows you how to protect your sex life after kids, (re)connect with both your own sexual self and your partner’s, and how to have a mutually satisfying sexual relationship, long-term.




Preface

All at Sea

I began learning to sail at the age of twelve. My beloved next-door neighbour, Jim, had a small boat he had built himself, which he took out on a local lake. I was his crew for many years, spending evenings after school and Sundays gliding through the water, my mouth watering from the aroma of the local bakery making tomorrow’s loaves as it drifted across the lake. I developed a love of the terminology, the adrenaline and the clanking of the halyards on the mast in calm water. Then, as a teenager, I was lucky enough to be selected for a few weeks at sea on a 150-foot three-masted schooner in the Atlantic ocean with thirty other teenagers (NB: imagine a pirate ship and you’re picturing it right). We were pushed to the limits with seasickness, terrifying storms and rewarded with camaraderie, escorts of playful dolphin families and a thirst for more. As part of this experience, I met Sir Robin Knox-Johnston, a British sailor who was the first person to perform a single-handed non-stop circumnavigation of the globe in 1969. Knox-Johnston gave a jaw-dropping account of his trip and the vast amount of knowledge one needs to survive the ocean.* Inspired by this, as I got older, my interest turned to the more technical aspects of the sea as well as the practical: tides, weather, navigation, boat maintenance, chart reading. Learning about sailing fitted with my love of the sea and my nature (I like to know the technical aspects of things inside out, which is a bit of a running joke in my family). I went on to pass my skipper theory and practical exam as the only woman in the class, and continued to race small boats and skipper large sailing boats over the decades that followed.

Now, every good sailor knows that the power of the sea should never be underestimated. A boat navigating stormy seas must bow to the sea’s strength and accept that, in open water, any boat is insignificant in comparison to the natural forces acting upon it. The captain and crew are not powerless, however, even though it may appear this way at times. They have the ability to recognize and accept the weather, understand the direction of the wind and predict the pull of the tide. They can make decisions to take action, by spilling wind from their sails, changing course or weathering the storm.

Some parts of the voyage will be more intense and will require efforts of preservation only. Fierce storms will lead sailors to ‘batten down the hatches’ – sailing speak for protecting the boat and focusing on staying afloat only until the storm passes, accepting that they will be tossed around by its force for some time. Other parts of the voyage may encounter choppy seas, but will allow the crew to take more control of their vessel, and navigate purposefully through them, albeit without much grace. There will also be periods of plain sailing where the weather is fine and the sea is calm; at this point the crew can take care of any damage the boat has endured or make good progress with their journey.

No sailor enters into the sea without a purpose or a final destination in mind, and an awareness of the best course or trajectory is essential to a successful voyage. After a period of bad weather, sailors might ask themselves: ‘How did that knock us off course?’, and right this as soon as is within their power. Good sailors have an awareness that, particularly with long voyages, a very small change in trajectory caused by bad weather, or a change of tide, can lead to an entirely different destination if this course is left uncorrected over a long distance. It is important, therefore, to carefully take stock of your position regularly and use this knowledge to make small changes of trajectory, or adjust the sails as needed. Making such checks and righting trajectories prevents sailors and their vessels ending up unexpectedly at a final destination that is quite different to where they intended. This is not about discounting the power of the sea, or feeling exempt from its force, but accepting its power and working with it respectfully. At some point the weather will pass, and clearer skies will emerge.

To my mind, as a sailor and as a parent, there is no better metaphor to guide us through the subsequent chapters than this one. The force that parenthood exerts on your relationship and sex life is beyond your control, and at times you will feel powerless against it. Getting through it relatively unscathed will be the best you can do at times, and there are ways to do this that will allow you to preserve the boat (your relationship) in a good state until the storm passes. At other times, taking stock of the course you are currently on and making small tweaks to adjust your trajectory will allow you to find yourself at a destination that is favourable, maybe years down the line. And this is possible even in the choppy waters of fatigue, and with huge waves of life admin crashing down on the boat that is your relationship.

As a clinical psychologist specializing in helping people get the sex lives they want, I see the impact of an unfavourable trajectory and unwanted destination in the couples who come to see me when their kids are teens or adults, wondering how they ended up where they did. They weren’t to blame for the storm: the storm is part of the deal. What they weren’t given were the skills to navigate the boat when the sea was rough – the skills to weather the storm, preserve the boat and emerge safely and happily into calmer seas and then onward to a sunnier destination. This is the purpose of this book. I’m looking forward to joining you on your voyage and supporting your safe passage to sunnier climes, whatever weather you currently find yourself in, and no matter where you are on your journey.




Introduction

There’s a certain irony in the fact that the very act that leads to having children for many of us is often, ultimately, ruined by it also. It’s true that we shouldn’t expect the same sex life that we had before, when all-day brunches were still easy to organize and lie-ins were ten-a-penny. It’s also true that your sex life can survive having kids, and may even (dare I say it) end up being better off for it. So let me tell you how to weather the storm and emerge feeling more connected and satisfied than ever.

Having children is a colossal life event and, understandably, for a period of time takes our attention and focus away from other important parts of our identity, including our sexual selves. For many people sex fades out of focus for a while, and then gets back on track without a sense of urgency or problem, weeks, months or years later. For others, a change in their sex lives feels more pressing, either because their sexual expression is a really pivotal part of their identity, so the loss feels greater, or because its absence presents challenges for their relationship. Sex can be a pursuit that, when we access it, allows us to relax and truly feel like ourselves. This can feel even more needed in the transition to parenthood, as it can feel so exhausting, and so easy to lose oneself in it. Some of you may be worrying about relationship security – especially now you have a family – and so making sure sex is okay can be part of protecting the relationship for the sake of the whole family. For others, the changes your body has been through with pregnancy and birth, or, in contrast, being the person who did not give birth and perhaps feels a little excluded, might have made you feel insecure, and sex is a way you can feel wanted and prioritized by each other. The key thing is that sex means different things to each of us, but is often integral to our psychological wellbeing, or the health of our relationship. For this reason keeping our sexual relationship boat seaworthy even in these choppy seas can be invaluable.

I wrote this book because you asked me to. My first book, Mind The Gap: The Truth About Desire and How to Futureproof Your Sex Life (Headline Home, 2020), was about the challenges of maintaining desire in long-term relationships, and although the sex lives of parents featured, there was too much to say about desire to focus on the specific challenges of parenthood in a meaningful way as well. My online course on this topic is extremely popular, but my inbox was full of requests to write a follow-up book specifically based on how to not let having kids ruin your sex life, so here it is.

This book is for all parents, not just women. I mention this as women are often positioned as the default captains of the boat, too often bearing the brunt of parenthood tasks when in relationships with men. I don’t want ‘fixing our sex life’ to be yet another item on the mental to-do list they have to deal with, with their needing to read the book then being the sole implementer of all they have learned. But the other reason I mention the fact that this book is for all genders is that many men are struggling with their sex lives after becoming parents and tell me they don’t know where to turn. People of all genders are affected when sex isn’t going to plan.

Before we get much further, a note at this point about language and inclusivity. I’ll be talking about birth parents and non-birth parents at times, to be inclusive of all families, but I’ll mention gender specifically when relevant to the research. Parents in same gender/sex relationships are subject to the same parenting stressors as opposite sex couples (with some unique differences, which I’ll mention where relevant). There is a lack of research into sex for trans and non-binary parents, however, so although much of this info will fit just as well, please accept my apologies for the lack of further specific mention at points. I’m well aware of the binary nature of sex science and the over focus of cisheterocentric research into parenthood.*

You will benefit from reading this book from start to finish, as there is a chronological story of our sex lives to be understood, with each new phase we begin informed by the last. Though I’ve tried to keep each chapter succinct and practical to acknowledge that the very reason you are reading this book is that you are time-poor. If you can, try to encourage each other to read this book together, or in parallel. It takes two people’s understanding and efforts to make changes to get the sex life they both want, so this book is for both partners equally.† You’ll find many of the tasks I set are for you to discuss together. There is a reason for this, which is that often in these discussions great changes can happen. But don’t feel too disheartened if you haven’t got buy-in from your partner on this just yet. There may be a small change suggested in this book that you can get them to agree to try out, and seeing the difference this makes may give them the nudge they need to pick up this book too and engage with it further.

I’ll start with an introduction to why sex matters to relationships and also give you an opportunity to take stock of where things are at for you currently, alongside examining the history behind your personal journey so far. I will then take you through the unique features of the different ‘weather and sea conditions’ that you will go through in your sexual relationship as parents, and how each of them will contribute to the trajectory of your sex life in their own, distinct way. Within most chapters you’ll find tasks to aid your thinking, communication or problem solving for you and your partner to do separately or together. Each section aims to encourage you, where needed, to make the smallest change of course possible to have the biggest impact on your future destination. I’ve written the book this way as I know you have a busy life, with much to juggle (I’m a parent of two myself – I get it!). I also know, as a therapist supporting people with their sex lives, that the least time investment for the biggest reward is always a fruitful way to make change. Parenting is a long journey, so drastic changes of course are rarely necessary. But taking a position and being aware of your current trajectory and potential future destination almost certainly is.

Finally, a word on hope.

One of the hardest things people tell me they feel they have to deal with when their sex life isn’t going so well is feeling clueless about being able to fix it. I want you to know that the power to make changes sits entirely within you and your relationship, and I will show you how. I also want you to know that even if you can’t make a practical change just now, knowing that what’s happening is normal, and finding ways to get through it without it reducing your relationship satisfaction is an achievable goal with considerable psychological benefit.

Having a great sex life after having kids is challenging but absolutely possible.
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