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Sexua ty s the express on of one s se f as a man or a woman. It 
s nt mate wh ch means t s pr vate and persona . Sexua ty s 

often expressed through both phys ca  and emot ona  nt macy. 
Phys ca  nt macy s about ho d ng hands  hugg ng and k ss ng and th s can ead to sexua  ntercourse 
but ntercourse does not have to be the p nnac e of nt macy. Emot ona  nt macy can be a 
connect on w th one s se f that resu ts n fee ngs of se f sat sfact on  conf dence and se f worth. It 
may a so be a fee ng of trust and shar ng pr vate thoughts and fee ngs w th another be ng. 

As a man w th a SCI you may d scover that sexua ty s st  an 
mportant part of your fe. Th s may take t me as you have so 

many th ngs to dea  w th but as you become hea th er and more comfortab e w th your body these 
natura  fee ngs may resume. It s mportant that you know the facts about the mpact of SCI on 
sexua  hea th ssues. 

There are a number of phys o og ca  changes after SCI that may change your sexua  funct on. 
One mportant th ng to remember s that SCI does not necessar y a ter your fert ty  so 
contracept on s requ red f th s s not des red as part of your re at onsh p. 

In the able-bodied male there are two pathways for erection: 

• Ref ex erect on – Th s occurs w th d rect phys ca  contact to the pen s or other erot c areas 
such as the ears  n pp es or neck. Th s s nvo untary and can occur w thout sexua y 
st mu at ng thoughts. 
The nerves that contro  a man s ab ty to have a ref ex erect on are ocated n the sacra
nerves (S2-S4) of the sp na  cord. 

• Psychogen c erect on – The man s aroused n h s bra n by see ng someth ng or hear ng 
someth ng. 
The process beg ns w th sexua  thoughts or see ng or hear ng someth ng st mu at ng or 
arous ng. S gna s from the bra n are then sent through the nerves of the sp na  cord down to 
the T10-L2 eve s. 
The s gna s are then re ayed to the pen s and tr gger an erect on. 
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After Sp na  Cord njury  the effects on sexua  funct on n men w  depend on the eve  and 
comp eteness of the es on. 

In general: 

The major ty of men can atta n an erect on after njury e ther through the psychogen c or 
ref exogen c pathways. Overa  the h gher the eve  of the njury  the more ke hood there s of 
ach ev ng and ma nta n ng a comp ete erect on. 

If the njury s comp ete and above S2 to S4  any phys ca  touch on the pen s cou d cause an erect on 
and repeated st mu at on w  ma nta n the erect on. In someone w th a h gh SCI  strong and ast ng 
erect ons can deve op from the ghtest touch. 

If the njury s comp ete and at the S2 to S4 eve  touch no onger causes erect on. However
psychogen c erect ons are often are ab e to be ach eved. 

Erect ons may not be eas y susta ned and may not be suff c ent for penetrat ve sexua  ntercourse 
and may a so be unpred ctab e (may ack durat on and/or r g d ty). Fu  ejacu at on s uncommon n 
men w th comp ete njur es but some eakage of semen can st  occur  w thout orgasm. 

For those with an incomplete SCI, the picture is more complex and individual. 

In add t on  sexua  st mu at on and ejacu at on f poss b e  may act as a tr gger for Autonom c 
Dysref ex a n some cases. Therefore t s mportant to recogn se these s gns as soon as they occur  as 
th s s a ser ous cond t on (see Autonom c Dysref ex a  fact sheet). 

• Ejacu at on – Fu  ejacu at on s uncommon n men w th comp ete njur es but some eakage 
of semen can st  occur  w thout orgasm. Ejacu at on prob ems are the pr mary ssues to be 
reso ved for men who want to become fathers. About 90% of men w th SCI exper ence an 
nab ty to ejacu ate on the r own dur ng ntercourse. Another potent a  prob em s 

retrograde ejacu at on  where semen s depos ted n the b adder nstead of ex t ng the body 
through the urethra. 

• Pos t on ng – Spast c ty  contractures  areas of hypersens t v ty to touch may make t 
necessary to try a var ety of pos t ons or act v t es. Ta k to your partner about your needs
exper ment and have fun as th s w  he p. A ways be m ndfu  of your sk n to prevent njury. 

• Orgasm – Orgasm s a very persona  exper ence and many men w thout SCI may not have 
orgasms so t shou d not be the “be a  and end a ” of your sexua  re at onsh p. It may take 
onger for t to occur and may fee  d fferent  aga n exper mentat on s key to d scover ng 

what works for you. You may f nd other areas of your body that become very sens t ve 
dur ng sexua  act v ty so sten to your body and ts responses. 

A  men w th comp ete SCI ack gen ta  sensat on  but often exper ence p easurab e fee ngs 
above the eve  dur ng sexua  act v ty (phantom orgasm). D scuss on and counse ng 
regard ng the exp orat on of “new” erogenous zones may be requ red. Those w th 
ncomp ete SCI  depend ng on the eve  may reta n s gn f cant but a tered sexua  funct on ng. 
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• Sexua  Adjustment – Loss of movement or sensat on does not mean oss of p easure. Men 
can and do have enjoyab e sex ves after SCI. How you fee  about yourse f w  mpact on 
your des re to engage n sexua  act v ty. A pos t ve att tude  conf dence and a sense of 
humour  as we  as manag ng the day to day aspects of your SCI such as b adder and bowe
funct on w  contr bute to your sat sfact on n th s area. 

• Commun cat on – s very mportant  your partner w  need to understand the ssues of SCI 
and you w  need to convey your wants and needs c ear y so you can work together to have 
a sat sfy ng sexua  re at onsh p. Remember  re at onsh ps are not just about the phys ca
they are emot ona  too and take ded cat on  comm tment and hard work. 

• B adder Management – your b adder management shou d not prevent you part c pat ng n a 
sexua  re at onsh p. If you SIMC  empty your b adder pr or to start ng. Reduc ng your f u ds 
ead ng up to th s act v ty  w  ass st n avo d ng an ncont nence ep sode. 

If you have a suprapub c or IDC you can tape the catheter secure y to prevent t gett ng n 
the way or be ng acc dent y pu ed. You can a so d sconnect from the eg bag and use a 
ster e sp got n the catheter for a short per od of t me f des red. Good hyg ene s 
recommended before and after to he p prevent odour or nfect ons. 

• Bowe  Management- The best way to avo d an acc dent dur ng sexua  act v ty s to have a 
good regu ar bowe  rout ne. Once estab shed you w  be ess ke y to have acc dents. 
However f your sexua  act v ty s a p anned occas on extra care w th d et  vo ume of food 
consumed and check ng the rectum s empty pr or  may ass st w th mak ng you ess ke y to 
have troub e. 

• Autonom c Dysref ex a AD  - For those w th njur es above T6  AD s a fe threaten ng 
cond t on that you and your partner shou d be aware off. P ease speak to your GP  Sp na
Injur es spec a st or the Commun ty L festy e Adv sors about th s cond t on. If t was to occur 
there w  be a sudden onset of h gh b ood pressure  f ush ng  headaches b urred v s on (see 
Fact sheet on AD for fu  s gns and symptoms) act v ty shou d stop mmed ate y. 

• Age ng – for a  men age ng can mpact on sexua ty  there can be a dec ne n sexua  nterest 
and n erect on and ejacu at on funct ons. But just because you are gett ng o der and have a 
SCI does not mean you cannot pursue sexua  act v ty. You may need to ta k to your GP or 
Sp na  Injur es spec a st regard ng med cat ons you are on  or may requ re to ass st. 

• Fert ty – A sp na  njury at any eve  w  affect a man s fert ty. As ejacu at on s great y 
decreased after sp na  cord njury  t fo ows that nfert ty can be a prob em. In add t on to 
the nab ty to ejacu ate  ma es w th sp na  cord njury have a decrease n the qua ty and 
quant ty of sperm that occurs n the f rst few weeks post njury. 

Areas of Concern 
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Reduction in fertility occurs for 2 main reasons: 

o Ejaculation may not occur. 

o Semen / sperm qua ty s ke y to be reduced. There are many poss b e reasons for 
reduct on n semen qua ty nc ud ng – 

▪ Recurrent UTIs  prostate or test cu ar nfect ons. 
▪ Increased scrota  temperature (from a ways s tt ng prevent ng 

norma  testes temperature regu at on). 
▪ Infrequent ejacu at on ead ng to reduced sperm deve opment. 
▪ Method of b adder management. 

There are opt ons for men hop ng to mprove the r ab ty to father ch dren. Get med ca  adv ce and 
treatment opt ons from your Sp na  Injur es spec a st  or a fert ty spec a st exper enced n ssues 
re ated to para ys s. 

Choos ng contracept on after SCI s much the same as before njury  ease of use and sexua
frequency shou d be d scussed w th your doctor. 

Changes n sexua  funct on w  vary from man to man. These changes 
take t me to adjust to as you earn about your new sexua  responses. You 
need to exp ore your body and understand the changes n sensat on and 
arousa  e ther by yourse f or w th your partner  and fee  comfortab e w th 
your own sexua  fee ngs. 

Unfortunate y n some re at onsh ps there can be verba  and or phys ca  abuse. Th s shou d not be 
to erated or accepted by e ther men or women. If you fee  your re at onsh p has these e ements t s 
mportant that you speak to someone  or seek he p through - 

Life Line 13 11 14 

Domestic Violence Helpline 1800 800 098 

Crisis Care 13 16 11 

Re at onsh p Ass stance 
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Spinal Nurse Advisory Service or Peer Support Advocates 

PQSA 8355 3500 Toll Free 1800 063 419 

Relationships Australia: www.relationships.com.au 

Sexy Cord website: www.sexycord.com 

Sex  Int macy and Sp na  Cord Injury Forum (SexSCI.me) 
http //www.sexsc .me/ 

http //www.ac .hea th.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_f e/0016/155203/sex_and_fert ty.pdf#zoom 
=100 

http://www.uab.edu/medicine/sci/daily-living/sexuality-a-sexual-function 

http://www.spinal-injury.net/sexuality-spinal-cord-injury.htm 

http://paraquad.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/Sexual-function-and-fertility-Men.pdf 

Sexua ty and Reproduct ve Hea th n Adu ts w th Sp na  Cord Injury
What You Shou d Know A Gu de for Peop e w th Sp na  Cord Injury 

Para yzed Veterans of Amer ca  PDFs  Consumer Gu des 
http //www.pva.org/s te/c.ajIRK9NJLcJ2E/b.8907631/k.6CDF/PDFs_Consumer_Gu des.htm 

Sexua  Funct on for men w th SCI 
Sp na  Cord Injury Info Sheet  The Un vers ty of A abama at B rm ngham 
http // mages.ma n.uab.edu/sp na cord/SCI%20Infosheets%20 n%20PDF/Sexua %20Funct on%20for 
%20Men%20w th%20SCI.pdf 
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