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The Brain Is the Largest Sex Organ (and Size Matters!)




•  As you walk by me, millions of nerve cells spark in my brain and I have to turn to look at you again.

•  You look back at me and a soft, brief smile forms on your lips. As you notice my eyes following you, your smile triggers an adrenaline release that causes my heart to leap with excitement.

•  Chemicals send increased blood flow to sensitive areas, as thoughts of you light the emotional fire centers of my mind.

•  For a brief moment you literally live in my skin.

•  As we connect, my mind works overtime obsessing on your smell and the color of your eyes.

•  You beat in my heart.

•  You pulse in my nervous system from the nerve pathways of my brain to the soles of my feet.

•  I start to become disoriented when we are apart.

•  Over time, your touch becomes essential.

•  I crave you.

•  Your body feels warm and reassuring.

•  I need it next to me.

•  I sleep peacefully knowing you are near, and wake often in the dark to feel your skin.

•  I never want to get out of bed when I am lying next to you.

•  I look for you in my brain when you are away.

•  Your voice sweetens the vibrations in the air.

•  My mind beseeches me to make love to you, again and again.

•  Our bodies navigate space together.

•  Your mind reads mine as you know how I want to be touched.

•  How does that happen?

•  You must have cells that mirror my desires.

•  The neurons of my eyes light up with sparks when you walk in a room, especially if you have been away for a while.

•  Songs, smells, places, and pictures never let me forget you as they trigger the memory centers in my brain where you live as if you were next to me.

•  The judgment part of my brain watches what I say when we are together so I can protect your feelings.

•  I watch how your eyes, face, and body move as you talk to me, to know if you are happy, desirous, or in need of a hug or understanding.



Even though it feels genital, the vast majority of love and sex occurs in the brain. Your brain decides who is attractive to you, how to get a date, how well you do on the date, what to do with the feelings that develop, how long those feelings last, when to commit, and how well you do as a partner and a parent. Your brain helps you be enthusiastic in the bedroom or drains you of desire and passion. Your brain helps you process and learn from a breakup or makes you vulnerable to depression or obsession. When the brain works right, it helps you be thoughtful, playful, romantic, intimate, committed, and loving with your partner. When the brain is dysfunctional, it causes you to be impulsive, distracted, addicted, unfaithful, angry, and even hateful, thus ruining chances for continued intimacy and love.

Your brain is also the seat of orgasms. Some research implicates the right hemisphere of the brain. In fact, certain forms of epilepsy, especially those found in the right temporal lobe, have been associated with spontaneous orgasms. In one case from Taiwan, a forty-one-year-old woman had seizures that were induced only when she brushed her teeth. The seizure started with the feelings of being sexually aroused, then she felt an orgasmlike euphoria wash over her, which was followed by feelings of confusion. Her brain-imaging studies showed problems in the right temporal lobe, an area that has been associated with both orgasms and religious experience. When someone has orgasmiclike feelings when brushing her teeth, odds are that she will have very clean pearly whites.

Scientists agree that the brain is the organ of behavior; as such, it really is the largest sex organ in the body (about three pounds), and in this case size really does matter. Our brain becomes less and less active and decreases in overall size as we age. This is true for males and females and there appears to be an equal loss of gray matter (nerve cell bodies) and white matter (the connections between nerve cells). If you learn to take care of your brain, however, it can be active and healthy throughout your life. With targeted interventions, you can impact brain health, lose less brain tissue, and keep your brain healthy well into your elderly years.

Why does this matter to sexual function? As the brain dims in activity over the decades, so, too, does many people’s sexual function. The two go together. In men between the ages of forty and seventy studied over a nine-year period, there was a significant decline in sexual function with age. This is consistent with past studies that have shown a decline in sexual desire, intercourse, and erection frequency. Erectile dysfunction (ED) is very common and increases with age. Forty percent of men in their forties, and 70 percent in their seventies had problems. In women, aging and menopause often negatively affect sexual interest and performance.

A major reason underlying both sexual and brain dysfunction is decreased blood flow. Blood does so many important things. It brings oxygen, sugar, and nutrients to your cells and it takes away waste products. Anything that interferes with healthy blood flow will impair an organ’s functioning. Decreased blood flow to genitals from hypertension; vascular disease; diabetes; toxic exposure, such as drug abuse or smoking; physical trauma; and other causes impairs sexual function. Increased blood flow, from targeted interventions including exercise, ginkgo, and compounds that increase nitric oxide, such as Viagra and ginseng, improves function and reverses aging.

Likewise, decreased blood flow to your brain, from any cause, decreases brain function, which means you are likely to make impaired decisions and subsequently have less sex. Few scientists have looked at the connection between brain health and sexual behavior. That’s where I come in. My primary work is as a brain-imaging specialist. I have been doing imaging work for more than sixteen years and my clinics have the world’s largest database of scans related to behavior, more than 35,000. We look at the brain on a daily basis using a sophisticated study called SPECT imaging. SPECT stands for “single photon emission computed tomography,” a nuclear medicine study that evaluates blood flow and activity patterns in the brain. We have looked at many healthy brains and brains in trouble. We have looked at the brains of children, teenagers, adults, and the elderly. We have looked at brains on medications, drug and alcohol abuse, supplements, prayer and meditation, gratitude, and a wide variety of psychological and biological treatments. We have looked at the brain in love, lust, commitment, divorce, domestic violence, sexual abuse, and loss.

At our clinics, our primary work is to help maximize people’s brain function for the most satisfying and healthy life possible. We help healthy people who want to improve their own brain function, as well as treat attention deficit disorders (ADD), mood and anxiety disorders, obsessive-compulsive disorders, addictions, temper problems, and memory disturbances. We often help individuals and couples who struggle with relationship and sexual problems of all kinds. It is really possible to dramatically improve brain function, whether your brain is troubled or not, and thus dramatically improve your life. Our guiding principle for the past sixteen years has been “Change your brain, change your life.”

Since most people cannot see the brain, it is often left out of the equations of our lives. Yet, it is at the core of our personal universe. Connecting sex and the brain through the lens of brain imaging has been one of the most fascinating journeys of my life, and I will share it with you in this book. I became much more effective in helping couples when I started looking at their relationships and sexuality together with brain function. It is clear that healthy brain function is associated with more loving and sexual relationships, while poor brain function is associated with more fighting, less sex, and higher divorce rates. In committed relationships, sex is a critical ingredient for health and longevity, but most people never connect the brain and sex.

I start with a clear bias: Sex is best in the context of a committed, loving relationship. Anthropologist Helen Fisher writes, “Do not copulate with people you do not want to fall in love with, because you might do just that.” Sex bonds you to others, and in some cases, if you are not careful and thoughtful, it can put you in bondage to others. Although this is my bias, it is not always the context of some of the research studies I will share with you on the sexual benefits for health and longevity, which are based solely on sexual frequency. Having acknowledged that fact, there are other studies that strongly suggest a happy marriage is also associated with longevity, which usually means not sharing yourself sexually outside your primary relationship. The discussion throughout the book is on heterosexual relationships, but the same principles apply to all committed, loving relationships.

Based on my latest research, this book will share twelve practical neuroscience lessons to enhance your love and sex life. Practical neuroscience is a term I coined for the study of applying the latest brain research to everyday life. I am the type of person, like many of you, who always wants to know why I should learn something. If it isn’t practical or helpful, then I don’t want to expend great amounts of neuronal effort on it. The reason to study neuroscience is that it is immensely practical. Here’s an example:

On a recent faculty retreat with the University of California, Irvine Department of Psychiatry, where I teach psychiatric residents, I was walking back from dinner through a shopping district along the quaint cobblestone streets of Taormina, Sicily, with one of my colleagues and his wife. They were talking about buying shoes. The wife wanted her husband to go with her to the shoe boutique and he was balking a bit. I looked at him and said, “You want to go with her.” He gave me a quizzical look which said, “Why?”

I replied, “In the brain, the sensory area of the foot is right next door to the sensory area for the clitoris. Unknowingly, women often feel that buying shoes is like foreplay. Feet are one of the best ways to a woman’s affections.”

With my friend’s help, his wife bought three pairs of shoes the next day. He had a smile on his face for the rest of the trip.
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METHUSELAH’S SECRET
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Sexuality, Longevity, Health, and Happiness

“Sex . . .  what else is free, fun, low calorie, and exercise?”

—BARBARA WILSON, MD, neurologist and pain specialist


In August 1982, during my internship year on the sterile surgical floor at the Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington, D.C., Jesse was discharged from the hospital. He had been admitted for an emergency hernia operation two weeks earlier and there had been some minor complications. I remember Jesse so vividly now because he was one hundred years old, but talked and acted like a man thirty years younger. Mentally, he seemed every bit as sharp as any patient I had talked to that year or since. He and I developed a special bond, because unlike the surgery interns who spent a maximum of five minutes in his room each day, I spent hours over the course of his hospitalization talking to him about his life. The other interns were excited to learn about the latest operating techniques. I was interested in Jesse’s story and I wanted to know about Jesse’s secrets for longevity and happiness.

Jesse had his hundredth birthday in the hospital and it was quite an event. His wife, actually his second one, who was three decades younger, planned the event with the nursing staff. There was great love, playfulness, and physical affection between Jesse and his wife. Clearly, they still had the “hots” for each other.

Just before his discharge from the hospital, he saw me at the nurses’ station writing notes. He enthusiastically waved me over to his room. His bags were packed and he was dressed in a brown suit, white shirt, and a blue beret. He looked deeply into my eyes as he quietly asked me, “How long, doc?”

“How long what?” I answered.

“How long before I can make love to my wife?”

I paused and he continued in a hushed voice, “You want to know the secret to live to a hundred, doc? Never miss an opportunity to make love to your wife. How long should I wait?”

A slow smile came over my face, “I think a week or so and you should be fine. Be gentle at first.” Then I gave him a hug and said, “Thank you. You have given me hope for many years to come.”

Science finally caught up to Jesse twenty-five years later. Now there is a wealth of research connecting healthy sexual activity to longevity. The lesson from Jesse still rings true today. While there are many ingredients to a long life—good genes, a positive outlook, a curious mind, and exercise—frequent sexual activity is one of them, too.

Like Jesse, Methuselah knew the secret, too. The oldest living Hebrew patriarch mentioned in the Bible, Methuselah was 187 years when his son Lamech was born. According to the author of the book of Genesis, he lived another 782 years, dying at the remarkable age of 969. Since then the name Methuselah has become a synonym for longevity; in this chapter I will illustrate what I consider Methuselah’s Secret—the link between sexual frequency, sexual enjoyment, and longevity.

Can Ten Thousand Men Be Wrong?

Why do we have sex on the brain? Why is it the topic of so many conversations? From a scientific perspective, the answer is simple. More than any other basic need, sexual activity makes it possible for us to live beyond ourselves and for our species to survive. It is one of the most powerful drives motivating behavior. Yet, with the changing gender roles in our society and the constant mix of religious and cultural messages, sex has become confusing and frustrating. Is sex good? Is it bad? Is it important? Is it a luxury for pleasure or just a means of having children? New research shows that sex is important, not only to the physical survival of the human race, but to the survival of individuals as well. Sex is a natural part of being alive, of being human; it is healthy to want to express yourself in that way. Having a healthy, satisfying sex life is important for each person individually, but also to the health of romantic relationships.

Sexual interest, activity, and meaning change throughout the lifespan. Teenagers explore a new, exciting, confusing, and potentially risky (pregnancy and STDs) part of life. While young adults attempt to develop a sense of sexual competency, older people strive more for a sense of meaning in their sexual lives. Underlying most sexual contact is a desire for pleasure, release, and emotional connection.

Toward the end of Chuck’s marriage, he was in bed reading Dean Ornish’s book Love and Survival. In the book Dr. Ornish wrote about a study where ten thousand men were asked one question: “Does your wife show you her love?” The men who answered no, in significant numbers, died earlier. “Oh my God,” Chuck thought, “I’m doomed.” He had been in a twenty-year marriage where their libidos were badly matched, and he was turned away nine times out of ten. At 3 A.M. that morning he awoke with crushing chest pain. His heart checked out okay the next day, but he knew that something had to change. His life might depend on it.

Withholding sex, as a weapon of control or punishment, is common in relationships for both males and females. I have seen it in my practice for twenty-five years. Unfortunately, it is a deadly weapon and often kills relationships. After reading this chapter and understanding the research associated with frequent sexual activity and sexual enjoyment, my hope is that you will honor sex in your life. If you are someone who withholds sex as a way to punish your partner, my hope is that you will realize two things: One, the act of withholding physical affection is actually bad for you, as you miss out on its many benefits; and two, it puts your partner’s health at risk. No kidding. I often joke in my lectures that if your partner knew the research, and you were withholding sex, he or she could potentially sue you for attempted murder. There is a lot of nervous laughter at this point. Of course, there are other reasons besides their partner withholding sex that people are not getting it, such as they are without a partner, there is an illness that affects sexual desire or performance, or people may be uncomfortable with their bodies.

Most of the research discussed here on the health benefits of sex involves sexual activity with a partner. Some of the research, however, has to do with orgasm frequency, which may also be due to masturbation. Sexual gratification or release through masturbation may be helpful for the brain. From a psychiatric standpoint, it is a complex issue. Masturbation can bring on a release of tension, but in some vulnerable people can also lead to excessive or addictive activity.

Healing: Sex Is the Best Medicine

Many studies have investigated the relationship between sexual activity and physical health. The potential dangers of sexual activity, including sexually transmitted diseases and unplanned pregnancies, have been widely reported, and rightly so. However, less publicized studies suggest that thoughtful sexual activity with a committed partner improves well-being by enhancing longevity, immune system function, joy, pain management, and sexual and reproductive health. These studies illustrate that sexual activity may be a preventive measure against the two leading causes of death in the United States, heart disease and cancer. Below are some of the aspects of your health that sex can improve.

Longevity

Learning how to enhance the largest sex organ in the body (the brain) and using it well to intimately connect with others may add years to your life and is likely to make you much happier. Serious research on sexuality began in the United States in the 1940s by Alfred Kinsey. He reported that sex reduces stress, and that people who have fulfilling sex lives are less anxious, less violent, and less hostile. Current research bears this out, as physical touch increases the hormone oxytocin, which boosts trust and lowers cortisol levels, the hormone of chronic stress. In a study done at Duke University, researchers followed 252 people over twenty-five years to determine the lifestyle factors important in influencing lifespan. Sexual frequency and past and present enjoyment of intercourse were three of the factors studied. For men, frequency of intercourse was a significant predictor of longevity. While frequency of intercourse was not predictive of longevity for women, those who reported past enjoyment of intercourse had greater longevity. This study suggested a positive association between sexual intercourse, pleasure, and longevity.

A 1976 report in Psychosomatic Medicine concluded that an inability to reach orgasm may have a negative impact on women’s hearts. Only 24 percent of women in the healthy control group reported sexual dissatisfaction; while 65 percent of the women who had heart attacks reported trouble with sex. In this study, the two most common causes of dissatisfaction in women were due to impotence and premature ejaculation on the part of their husbands. Sexual health is not just an individual issue. It affects both parties’ satisfaction and overall health.

A Swedish study found increased risk of death in men who gave up sexual intercourse earlier in life. The research was done on four hundred elderly men and women. At age seventy they were given a survey of their sexual activity and then followed over time. Five years later the death rates were significantly higher among the men who ceased sexual activity at earlier ages.

A daring group of researchers from Queen’s University in Belfast, Ireland, included in a long-term study of health a question about sexual activity. The authors studied nearly one thousand men between the ages of forty-five to fifty-nine living in or near Caerphilly, Wales, and recorded the frequency of sexual intercourse each week and month. The researchers then divided the men into three groups: high orgasm frequency (those who had sex twice or more a week), an intermediate group, and low orgasm frequency (those who reported having sex less than monthly). The men were monitored again ten years later. Researchers found that the death rate from all causes for the least sexually active men was twice as high as that of the most active group. The death rate in the intermediate group was 1.6 times greater than for the active group.

Many questions come to mind with this type of study, such as “Is it the orgasm that is healing? Or, the touch and physical and emotional connection that comes with intercourse? Does poor health decrease sexual activity? Do other factors such as lack of exercise, alcohol, and depression cause both poor health and less sexual activity?” The researchers found that the robustness of their findings persisted even after adjusting for differences in age, social class, smoking, blood pressure, and evidence of existing coronary heart disease at the initial interview. This suggests a more likely protective role of sexual activity.

The Irish researchers wrote, “The association between frequency of orgasm and mortality in the present study is at least—if not more—convincing on epidemiological and biological grounds than many of the associations reported in other studies and deserves further investigation to the same extent. Intervention programs could also be considered, perhaps based on the exciting, ‘At least five a day’ campaign aimed at increasing fruit and vegetable consumption—although the numerical imperative may have to be adjusted.”

In a 2001 follow-up study, this same research group found that having sex three or more times a week reduced by half the risk in males of having a heart attack or stroke. If a drug company came up with a medicine that performed as well, their stock would soar through the roof of Wall Street. The coauthor of the study, Shah Ebrahim, PhD, underscored the results by saying, “The relationship found between frequency of sexual intercourse and mortality is of considerable public interest.” There is truth to the saying that an apple a day keeps the doctor away. It may also be true that an orgasm a day keeps the coroner away.

Fewer Sick Days

A study from the Institute for Advanced Study of Human Sexuality conducted by Dr. Ted McIlvenna looked at the sex lives of ninety thousand American adults. He found that sexually active people take fewer sick leaves and enjoy life more.

Boosted Immunity

According to gynecologist Dr. Dudley Chapman, orgasms boost infection-fighting cells up to 20 percent. Psychologists at Wilkes University in Pennsylvania found that students who had regular sexual activity had a third higher levels of immunoglobulin A (IgA), an antibody that boosts the immune system and can help fight colds and flu.

Healthy Sexual and Reproductive Behavior

Research done by Dr. Winnifred Cutler, a specialist in behavioral endocrinology, indicated that women who have intercourse with a male partner at least once a week are likely to have more regular menstrual cycles than women who are celibate or who have infrequent sex. In same-sex couples, women who engaged in sexual activity at least three times per week also had more regular cycles. In her “White Paper for Planned Parenthood,” Dr. Cutler reported that sexual and reproductive health of both women and men is influenced by their sexual activity. She reports that regular sex can have positive effects also on reproductive health. Here are several examples:

         

Fertility. Frequent sexual activity may enhance fertility. Studies of menstrual cycle variability and frequency of intercourse have demonstrated that regular intimate sexual activity with a partner promotes fertility by regulating menstrual patterns.

         

Menstrual Cycle Regularity. A series of studies found that women who engaged in intercourse at least once per week had cycle lengths that were more regular than women who had sex sporadically or who were celibate.

         

Relief of Menstrual Cramps. Nine percent of nineteen hundred women stated that they masturbated in the previous three months to relieve menstrual cramps.

         

Pregnancy. A review of fifty-nine studies that were written between 1950 and 1996 concluded that sexual activity during pregnancy does not harm the fetus, as long as there are no other risk factors, such as sexually transmitted diseases, involved. In addition, some research has shown that sexual activity throughout pregnancy may serve as a protection against early delivery, especially during the third trimester (between the twenty-ninth and thirty-sixth weeks). Of more than eighteen hundred women, excluding those who could not have sex for medical reasons, preterm delivery was significantly reduced in the women who had intercourse late in their pregnancy.

         

Healthy Prostate. The prostate gland is responsible for producing some of the secretions in semen. Sometimes the prostate becomes inflamed and painful (prostatitis). In single men who had prostatitis, more than 30 percent who masturbated more frequently reported marked or moderate improvement of their symptoms. In addition, there is a suggestion that frequent ejaculation may help prevent chronic nonbacterial infections of the prostate.

Higher Youth Hormone Levels (DHEA, Estrogen, and Testosterone)

Dr. Cutler also reported that women who enjoy regular sex had significantly higher levels of estrogen in their blood than women experiencing either infrequent sex or no sex at all. The benefits of estrogen include a healthy cardiovascular system, lower bad cholesterol, higher good cholesterol, increased bone density, and smoother skin. There is also growing evidence that estrogen is beneficial to brain functioning.

Another important hormone that seems to be affected by sexual activity is DHEA. Before orgasm the level of DHEA spikes in the body to several times higher than normal. DHEA is believed to improve brain function, balance the immune system, help maintain and repair tissue, promote healthy skin, and possibly improve cardiovascular health.

Testosterone is increased through regular sexual activity. Testosterone can help strengthen bones and muscles, and is also beneficial to a healthy heart and brain. The risk for Alzheimer’s disease is twice as high for people with lower testosterone levels. Low testosterone levels are also associated with a low libido. From this connection one could infer that if you are not interested in sex, your memory may be in jeopardy as well.

Potential Cancer Prevention

A study conducted by Graham Giles from Australia concluded the more that men between the ages of twenty and fifty ejaculate, the less likely they are to develop prostate cancer. A study published by the British Journal of Urology International asserted that men in their twenties can reduce by a third their chance of getting prostate cancer by ejaculating more than five times a week.

Researchers have suggested that sexual expression may lead to a decreased risk of cancer because of the increase in levels of oxytocin and DHEA, which are associated with arousal and orgasm in women and men. A 1989 study found increased frequency of sexual activity was correlated with a reduced incidence of breast cancer among women who had never had a child. The study examined fifty-one French women who were diagnosed with breast cancer less than three months prior to the interview. They were matched with ninety-five controls. A higher risk of breast cancer also correlated with a lack of a sex partner and rare sexual intercourse, defined as less than once a month.

More Restful Sleep

Sexual release can help people go to sleep. Orgasm causes a surge in oxytocin and endorphins that may act as a sedative. One study found that 32 percent of 1,866 U.S. women who reported masturbating in the previous three months did so to help go to sleep. As most women know, men often go to sleep shortly after having sex.

Pain Relief

Studies have shown that orgasms can help treat some types of pain. Research by Beverly Whipple and Barry Komisaruk of Rutgers University found that through regular orgasm women had higher pain thresholds when suffering from conditions ranging from whiplash to arthritis. Immediately before orgasm, levels of the hormone oxytocin surge to five times their normal level. This in turn releases endorphins, which alleviate the pain. In women, sex also promotes the production of estrogen, which can reduce the pain of PMS.

Dr. Whipple’s research identified the female G-spot, the vaginal “on switch” for female arousal, on the front inside wall of the vagina, opposite the clitoris. She showed that gentle pressure to this area raised pain thresholds by 40 percent and that during orgasm women could tolerate up to 110 percent more pain. In brain-imaging research to understand this finding, Dr. Whipple found that during peak arousal, the pain-killing center deep in the brain is activated. Signals from this part of the brain give orders to the body to release endorphins and corticosteroids. These chemicals help to temporarily numb the pain from many different causes. Activating this region also has a calming effect and can reduce anxiety. See Lesson Nine for more details on the G-spot.

Migraine Relief

Research suggests that when your partner says, “Not tonight, honey, I have a headache,” you can help her with a loving roll in the sack. A study from the Southern Illinois University School of Medicine found that having an orgasm could help alleviate the pain from migraines. Among fifty-two migraine sufferers, sixteen reported considerable relief after an orgasm and another eight had their headaches completely gone. Since 2001, a couple of case studies reported that orgasm did help with pain relief. An earlier study of eighty-three women who suffered from migraine headaches showed that orgasm resulted in at least some relief for more than half of them. Using orgasm to help alleviate migraine pain is not as reliable as prescription medications, but it does work much faster, is cheaper, has fewer side effects, and is more fun.

Depression Treatment

Orgasms can also have an antidepressant effect. Orgasms cause intense increased activity in the deep limbic parts of the brain, which settle down after sex. Antidepressants tend to calm activity in the limbic parts of the brain as well. People who engaged in regular sexual activity experienced less depression; orgasm frequency may be one reason why. When a man has an orgasm, an area in the limbic system, called the meso-diencephalic junction, is activated. Cells in the region are known to produce some of the pleasure chemicals discussed earlier. At the same time, researchers have shown that the amygdala, a fear center in the brain, becomes less active in men’s brains during sex. The region is also involved in vigilance, so animals and people may need to shut down that part of the brain to avoid getting distracted during sex. Calming the fear center might also help with a man’s sense of commitment. Prostaglandins, fatty acids found in semen, are absorbed by the vagina and may have a role in modulating female hormones and moods. In one study it was reported that women who perform oral sex on their mates are less likely to suffer from preeclampsia, a condition that causes a dangerous spike in women’s blood pressure during pregnancy. Plus, sperm carries TGF beta, a molecule that can boost the activities of her natural killer cells, which attack the rogue cells that give rise to tumors.

A man’s orgasm can even be beneficial to women, according to research that indicates that semen can reduce depression in women. Gordon Gallup, a psychologist at the State University of New York, headed a study that found women whose male partners did not use condoms were less subject to depression than those whose partners did. One theory put forth was that prostaglandin, a hormone found in semen, may be absorbed in the female genital tract, thus modulating female hormones.

Other research has indicated that high sexual activity is associated with lower risk and incidence of depression and suicide. A Canadian study that examined the correlation between sexuality and mental health found that celibacy was correlated with high scores on depression and suicidality indexes.

Look Younger

Regular orgasms can even help you look younger. According to research done by David Weeks, a clinical neuropsychologist at the Royal Edinburgh Hospital, making love three times a week in a stress-free relationship can make you look ten years younger. Dr. Weeks studied more than 3,500 men and women between the ages of 18 and 102. He concluded that genetics were only 25 percent responsible for how young we look—the rest is due to behavior. In his study, a panel of judges viewed the participants through a one-way mirror and then guessed the age of each subject. A group of men and women were labeled “superyoung” whose ages were underestimated by seven to twelve years. Among these “superyoung” people, one of the strongest correlates of youthful appearance was an active sex life. They reported having sex at least three times per week, in comparison with the control group’s average of twice a week. The “superyoung” were also found to be more comfortable and confident regarding their sexual identity. Dr. Weeks, whose findings are published in Superyoung: The Proven Way to Stay Young Forever (Hodder and Stoughton), says this is partly because sexual activity in women helps to trigger the production of a human growth hormone that helps them maintain their youthful looks. Sexual activity also pumps oxygen around the body, boosting the circulation and the flow of nutrients to the skin. Moreover, being in a sexual relationship can in itself be a good incentive to look after your appearance and stay in shape.

Improved Sense of Smell

After sex, production of the hormone prolactin surges. This in turn causes stem cells in the brain to develop new neurons in the brain’s olfactory bulb, its smell center, improving one’s sense of smell.

Weight Loss, Overall Fitness

One of the most compelling benefits of sex comes from studies of aerobic fitness. It has been estimated that the act of intercourse burns about two hundred calories, the equivalent of running vigorously for thirty minutes. Most couples average about twenty-four minutes for lovemaking. During orgasm, both heart rate and blood pressure typically double, all under the influence of oxytocin. Muscular contractions during intercourse work the pelvis, thighs, buttocks, arms, neck, and thorax. Men’s Health Magazine has gone so far as to call the bed the single greatest piece of exercise equipment ever invented.

The Key to Health and Longevity

Regular sexual contact, especially with a committed partner, helps to keep your body and brain healthy. Do not use excuses such as you are too tired or too busy for physical affection. Also, try to avoid spending too much time at work at the exclusion of social endeavors. A lack of relationships sets up humans to be depressed or to seek pleasure through solitary sexual activities, such as using the Internet, drugs or alcohol, gambling, or other addictions, which are not good for the brain. Men and women need touching, eye contact, and sexual connection to stay healthy. When you feel loved, nurtured, cared for, supported, and intimate, you are much more likely to be happier and healthier. You have a much lower risk of getting sick and, if you do, a much greater chance of surviving.

Happiness

There is happy news for people who have more activity in the bedroom than in their bank accounts. After evaluating the levels of sexual activity and happiness in sixteen thousand people, Dartmouth College economist David Blachflower and University of Warwick in England professor Andrew Oswald found that sex so positively influenced happiness that they estimated increasing intercourse from once a month to once a week is equivalent to the happiness generated by getting an additional $50,000 in income for the average American. In addition, they also reported, that despite what most people think, people who make more money do not necessarily have more sex. There was no difference, in their study, between sexual frequency and income levels. The happiest people in the study were married people who had, on average, 30 percent more sex than single folks. The economists estimated that a lasting marriage equated to the happiness generated by an extra $100,000 annually, while divorce depleted an estimated $66,000 annually worth of happiness. Taking care of your marriage can save you lots of money.

Table 1: Summary of Some of the Health Benefits of Regular Sexual Contact

For women, in research studies, regular sex with a partner has been associated with:



•  more regular menstrual cycles

•  more fertile menstrual cycles

•  lighter periods

•  better moods

•  better memories

•  pain relief

•  better bladder control

•  fewer colds and flu

•  reduced stress

•  staying in shape

•  increase in the youth-promoting hormone DHEA

•  increased testosterone and estrogen

•  better weight control—sex burns about 200 calories per half hour, yoga 114, dancing (rock) 129, walking (3 mph) 153, weight training 153.



For men, regular sex with a partner has been associated with:



•  increased heart rate variability (a sign of heart health and a calmer mind)

•  improved heart cardiovascular function (three times a week decreased risk of heart attack or stroke by half )

•  higher testosterone levels (stronger bones and muscles)

•  improved prostate function

•  improved sleep.





Lesson #1: Remember Methuselah’s secret—frequent sexual activity is good for your health.
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NO FORETHOUGHT EQUALS NO FOREPLAY
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Understanding and Optimizing the Brain Systems of Sex

“The great sins of the world take place in the brain: but it is in the brain that everything takes place . . . . It is in the brain that the poppy is red, that the apple is odorous, that the skylark sings.”

—OSCAR WILDE


Are you:

Impulsive or thoughtful?

Rigid or flexible?

Anxious or confident?

Negative or hopeful?

Short-tempered or patient?

Able to admit problems or in denial?

Coordinated or prone to bumping into walls?

Attached or afraid?

Faithful or a wanderer?

         

The inner workings of the brain influence all we do sexually. Once thought of as a black box too complex to understand, the brain is now being studied and understood like never before. We know that within the brain there are systems that work together to produce our personality, cares, dreams, aspirations, and sexual competencies. In my work as a neuroscientist, I have found it useful to think about five different brain systems that relate to human behavior: prefrontal cortex, anterior cingulate gyrus, deep limbic system, basal ganglia, and temporal lobes. Each of these systems interacts with other areas of the brain to produce the effective or not-so-effective human behavior.

The brain is divided into four main lobes or regions: frontal (forethought and judgment), temporal (memory and mood stability), parietal (sensory processing and direction sense), and occipital lobes (visual processing). There are also important structures deep in the brain, such as the anterior cingulate gyrus (gear shifter), basal ganglia (anxiety and pleasure center), and deep limbic system (emotional center). A useful generalization about how the brain functions is that the back half—the parietal, occipital, and back part of the temporal lobes—takes in and perceives the world, and determines what is sexy to us. The front half of the brain integrates this information, analyzes it, decides what to do, then plans and executes the decision, such as “Shall I go on a date with him if he asks?”

This chapter will give a detailed look at the five brain systems of behavior, including a discussion of the functions, problems, and treatments of each system, especially as they relate to sexual relationships. In addition, I’ll include a section on common things partners say when these systems are out of whack. This section will help readers more clearly identify individual vulnerabilities and problems. For each of the brain systems discussed, I will add an “at a glance” summary chart highlighting the major functions, problems, and treatments. See my book Change Your Brain, Change Your Life for more information on each system. Appendix A is a self-test to help readers evaluate these systems for themselves. Obviously, any medication recommendations need to be discussed with your doctor.
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Prefrontal Cortex (PFC): No Forethought Equals No Foreplay

The frontal lobes (the front half of the brain) are divided into three areas: the motor cortex, which controls the body’s motor movements, such as walking, chewing, and moving your fingers and toes; the premotor area, which is involved in planning motor movements; and the prefrontal cortex (PFC), the front third of the brain, which is involved with executive functions such as planning, forethought, judgment, organizing, impulse control, and learning from past mistakes.

The PFC is the most evolved part of the human brain, representing 30 percent of the cortex, compared to the chimpanzee, our closest primate cousin, whose PFC occupies only 11 percent; a dog’s PFC, only 7 percent; or a cat’s PFC, only 3.5 percent. This explains my cat Annabelle, who has no forethought or judgment. She lives totally in the moment and will drink out of the toilet, no matter how many times she has been told “No.”

The prefrontal cortex houses our ability to guide our behavior over time to reach our goals. When the PFC works as it should, we are thoughtful, empathic, expressive, organized, and goal oriented. The PFC is often called the executive part of the brain, like the boss at work. When it is low in activity, it is as if the boss is gone, so there is little to no supervision and nothing gets done. When the PFC works too hard, it is as if the boss is micromanaging everyone, and people are left with anxiety and worry. I call the PFC the Jiminy Cricket part of the brain. It houses our conscience and our ability to stay on track toward our goals. It is the part of the brain that, as Jiminy Cricket says in
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This author is available for select readings and lectures. To inquire about a possible appearance, please contact the Random House Speakers Bureau at rhspeakers@randomhouse.com or (212) 572-2013.




http://www.rhspeakers.com/
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