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THE GIFT OF SELF PLEASURE
BY JERSSICA JANIK

This year has brought with it
many challenges; some typical and
some completely unexpected. The
COVID-19 pandemic has created
a new level of stress and anxiety for
many of us that has compounded
existing stressors in our lives. As we
approach the final months of 2020, we
encounter another familiar source of
stress – the holidays. While this time
of year brings feelings of comfort and
joy for many, around 38% of people
report that their stress level increases.
It is not uncommon for our schedules
to quickly fill with social gatherings
(bring on the festive Zoom parties!),
decorating, shopping, baking, and all
sorts of the other obligations. With
all of the hustle and bustle, it’s no
wonder sex tends to take a backseat
during this season.
What Makes the Holidays So
Stressful?
Our lives are busy all year long and
we already deal with day-to-day stress.
But, when the holidays roll around,
we have even more to juggle. There are
meals to be prepared gifts to be bought
and wrapped, and sometimes events
to host or attend. We usually spend
more time with our families (although
likely virtually this year), which can
create tension and aggravation. For
some, the holidays highlight fractured
family relationships or the absence
of family altogether. We tend to find
ourselves under bigger financial strain
as we attempt to gather thoughtful gifts
for all of our loved ones. On top of
all of this, the waning daylight hours
can bring about seasonal affective
disorder (SAD) making it all the

more challenging to accomplish the
mountain of holiday tasks before us.
This year, we also have the added layer
of learning to navigate the holidays
amidst a global pandemic. With all of
these factors at play, having sex may
feel like the furthest thing from our
minds. Research has shown that stress
is negatively correlated with sexual
activity and sexual satisfaction, and
holiday-related stress is no different.
Still, it remains important to maintain
satisfying sexual relationships with
ourselves and/or our partners during
the holiday season.
What We Can Do About It?
Given the strong correlation between
high stress and decreased sexual
activity, stress reduction is a good place
to start. One of the most important
things we can do for ourselves this
time of year is make an effort to
slow down and be present. This
may feel impossible at first, but by
incorporating mindfulness practices
into the activities we are already doing,
we can work towards a slower pace.
Mindfulness practices have been shown
to reduce stress, lower blood pressure,
and improve mood (all things that set
us up to be more receptive to sexual
stimuli) and can be incorporated
into virtually any activity. Simply by
bringing our awareness to the body,
breath, and physical sensations, things
like wrapping presents, cooking, and
even washing dishes can become
almost meditative. If possible, it can
also be beneficial to set aside time
specifically to meditate or do some
breathing exercises.

In addition to bringing mindfulness
into our holiday tasks, we should give
ourselves permission to lean into the
things that bring us joy during this
time of year. Make time to enjoy
special foods, seasonal scents, or
holiday music and television specials.
Indulge in what feels good. Quieting
our minds of the flurry of thoughts
and giving more attention to the
things that bring us pleasure is a
valuable practice that also translates
to our sexual lives.
While each of these practices can help
reduce stress as a barrier to sex, it’s
also important to remember that sex
can reduce stress. Having sex releases
oxytocin, a “happy hormone,” which
naturally reduces cortisol levels,
the “stress hormone,” in the body.
Although we might not feel ready to
engage in sexual activity spontaneously,
there is another kind of desire which is
entirely healthy and quite common-responsive desire. Responsive desire
refers to situations where we may be
feeling indifferent towards the idea
of having sex but when something
sexy happens, we become aroused,
finding ourselves enjoying sex, and
desire to continue with sexual play
may emerge later. Contextual sexual
desire is also important to consider
here. The context in which sex or
sexual stimuli occurs matters. For
example, if your partner attempts to
initiate sex while your kids are in the
next room, it may not feel particularly
enticing. Finding private moments
with yourself or your partner(s) is
key. Make an effort to carve out
time to spend alone, separate from
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“While each of these practices can help reduce stress as a barrier to sex, it’s also important
to remember that sex can reduce stress.”

the seemingly constant holiday buzz.
Cultivating an environment that fosters
romance and intimacy can go a long
way, even if only for a short time.
The holiday season can be one of
magic and joy while simultaneously
bringing many people extra feelings
of stress. This added stress can have
a negative impact on our sexual
expression and desire. When we can
slow down our bodies and minds and
lean into the pleasures of the season,
we can better connect with ourselves
and our partners. This will help us
to enjoy fulfilling sexual lives all the
way into the new year.
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Jessica Janik, LPMFT, completed
her sex therapy training at Thomas
Jefferson University in Philadelphia.
She joined Rochester Center for
Sexual Wellness in September 2020
and is providing individual and
couples therapy with a focus on
sexual wellness. She’s glad to be back
in New York State near family and
friends and serve this community
at the Rochester Center For Sexual
Wellness. She lives in Fairport with
her partner and puppy.
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