
Sex is a completely natural and normal part of the human experience, and when 
practiced safely and with a respectful partner, it can have health benefits. For 
some people though, sex becomes an obsession and does more harm than good.

sex

what is compulsive sex?
Compulsive sexual behavior is when a person has excessive or 
uncontrolled sexual behaviors or thoughts that may cause them 
distress and negatively a�ect their relationships and work. In some 
cases, compulsive sexual behaviors may also cause a person to have 
financial or legal troubles. Compulsive sexual behavior is also 
sometimes called nymphomania, hypersexuality, sex addiction, or 
excessive sexual desire.

Compulsive sexual behaviors are generally divided into two 
categories: those that are generally socially acceptable when not done 
compulsively (nonparaphilic behaviors), and those that are not 
(paraphilic behaviors). This information focuses on behaviors that are 
nonparaphilic, like masturbation, use of porn, and consensual sex 
which may be paid for or extramarital. 

of people have a compulsive sexual 
behavior.5

Compulsive sexual behaviors 
are more common in men.6

how does compulsive sex 
affect mental health?

People may neglect responsibilities in pursuit of sexual 
gratification, causing feelings of guilt and shame.7

Compulsive sexual behaviors like excessive porn watching or sex 
with prostitutes can create unhealthy or unrealistic expectations 
of what healthy sexual experiences should be like.8

People who get sexually transmitted infections or diseases as a 
result of compulsive sexual activity may feel intense shame and 
decreased self-esteem.

Feelings of betrayal and anger are common among people whose 
significant others have lied or kept secrets in order to satisfy their 
compulsive sexual behaviors.

sex is big business

Strip clubs are a 

industry in the United States.1

of data sent over the internet is 
porn-related.2

In 2016, U.S. sales of male 
performance enhancing drugs 
generated over 

sex can also be 
risky business

High-risk sexual behavior takes place when a person puts themselves 
at risk for negative consequences like catching a sexually transmitted 
infection or disease, or unplanned pregnancy.

Some high-risk sexual behaviors include:

Unprotected sexual contact

Multiple sexual partners

Sex while under the influence of drugs or alcohol

In a study of college students, 

(46.6%) who engaged in oral, anal, 
or vaginal sex in their most recent 
hookup reported using a condom.4 

While not everyone who engages in risky sex has issues with 
compulsive sexual behavior, many people with compulsive sexual 
behavior have high-risk sex.

NOTE: The information being presented is not about those who commit 
sexual assault or other sex-related crimes.



how is compulsive
sexual behavior

treated?

how is compulsive
sexual behavior
related to mental

illness?

If you need helpcheck yourself
Take a screen at mhascreening.org to determine 
if you are experiencing signs of an underlying 
mental illness. Use the results to start a 
conversation with your health care provider. 

Seek specialized treatment. You can find 
treatment providers  using the online SAMHSA 
Treatment Locator at findtreatment.samhsa.gov 
or by calling the SAMHSA 24/7 Treatment Referral 
Line 1-800-662-HELP (4357). 

tell us what you think
about sexual behavior. 

Take the “What’s Too Far?” Quiz
mentalhealthamerica.net/whatstoofar
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Some professionals classify compulsive 
sexual behaviors as an obsessive-compulsive 
disorder, while others classify it as an 
impulse control disorder or addiction. 
Because compulsive sexual behaviors have 
di�erent patterns and features from person to 
person, there is no one specific treatment for 
compulsive sexual behavior.15

Medications such as antidepressants, mood 
stabilizers, and treatments that target 
hormones may be used in addition to therapy 
to manage unwanted or intrusive sexual 
thoughts or urges.  

Cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) and 
psychodynamic psychotherapy are the two 
most common forms of therapy used to treat 
compulsive sexual behaviors. Therapy may be 
provided one-on-one, in a group, or with a 
person’s significant other. 

Support groups modeled after 12-step 
programs are helpful in dealing with 
compulsive sexual behaviors. Sex Addicts 
Anonymous (saa-recovery.org),  and Sexaholics 
Anonymous (sa.org) are some support groups 
that o�er meetings across the United States.

Compulsive or hypersexual behaviors may 
be induced by manic episodes in people 
with bipolar disorder, substance abuse, 
medications, or tumors and injuries to the 
frontal lobe of the brain. Once a person 
receives treatment for these conditions, 
compulsive or hypersexual behaviors 
generally subside.9

Over 83% of people who identify as sex 
addicts have other addictions like alcohol or 
drug dependency, compulsive working 
behavior, or compulsive gambling.10

Thirty–eight percent of people who identify 
as sex addicts have some form of eating 
disorder.11

One study found that 58% of people who 
struggled with compulsive sexual behaviors 
also had major depression at some point in 
their lives.12

People with compulsive sexual behaviors 
are at higher risk for attempting suicide.13

If you checked most of the boxes above, you may be dealing with 
a sexual disorder and should seek professional help.14

Felt like your sexual fantasies, urges, and/or behaviors have caused 
you distress and impacted your ability to function?
Wanted to stop or reduce your sexual fantasies, urges, and/or 
behaviors, but were unsuccessful in your attempts?
Spent a great deal of time pursuing or engaging in sexual fantasies, 
urges, and/or behaviors?
Turned to sexual fantasies, urges, and/or behaviors to deal with 
stress, or other feelings like depression, anxiety, or boredom?
Continued to engage in sexual behavior despite the physical or 
emotional harm it has caused either you or those you care about?

In the past 6 months, have you:
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