Navigating Intimacy & Healing Together:
A Letter for Partners

Dear Partner,

If you're reading this, it’s because your significant other is receiving treatment for pelvic
pain, and your support plays a vital role in their healing journey. While this is their
experience, it also affects you as a couple—and you are an essential part of the solution.
Healing does not happen in isolation, and your understanding, patience, and involvement
can make a profound difference. Thank you for being here and for supporting your partner
through this process.

Understanding Pelvic Pain and Intimacy

Research shows that nearly 30% of women experience pain during vaginal intercourse, yet
many do not discuss it with their partners. Often, this is due to cultural conditioning—
where sex is portrayed as effortless and synchronized, and women are led to believe pain is
normal or something to be endured. However, pain with intimacy is not normal, and it is
treatable.

When chronic pelvic pain is present, the pelvic floor muscles may be tight, overactive, orin
a protective state. Even with full arousal, a conditioned pain response can persist, leading to
feelings of frustration, guilt, or helplessness for both partners. This letter offers insight and
actionable steps to navigate this together with patience and trust.

Ways to Support Your Partner’s Healing

1) Prioritize Open and Honest Communication

Just as avoiding a neighbor’s name for years makes it harder to ask later, avoiding
conversations about intimacy can create barriers over time. Talking about pain, pleasure,
and needs may feel vulnerable, but it is critical for both partners to feel safe and heard. Your
partner may struggle to initiate these conversations—so creating a judgment-free space for
discussing needs, fears, and adjustments is invaluable.
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2) Understanding Arousal Differences

People experience arousal at different rates. While many men may become physically
aroused quickly, women often need longer, more gradual stimulation. Sometimes, a
woman’s body needs to reach full arousal—including orgasm—before penetration is
comfortable. Recognizing these differences without guilt or pressure creates a more
supportive and fulfilling experience for both of you.

3) Pain as a Protective Response

Pain is the body’s way of signaling a perceived threat. Over time, the nervous system can
become hypervigilant, creating an automatic protective response even when intimacy is
desired. Your partner may instinctively tense up—even before physical contact—because
their body has associated intimacy with pain. The goal is to retrain the nervous system to
feel safe by prioritizing non-painful, positive experiences in intimate moments.

4) Expanding Intimacy Beyond Penetration

True intimacy is about connection, trust, and pleasure—not just penetration. While your
partner is healing, exploring non-penetrative intimacy allows both of you to experience
closeness without triggering pain. This might include sensual touch, extended foreplay,
shared relaxation, or simply holding space for each other. Expanding your definition of
intimacy can strengthen your relationship while supporting healing.

5) The Role of Foreplay and Relaxation

Hollywood portrays sex as spontaneous and intense—but for those with pelvic pain, slow
and intentional intimacy is key. Try setting a timer for 15-20 minutes of foreplay without
progressing further unless your partner is fully comfortable. Relaxation techniques—such
as deep breathing, laughter, music, and positive sensory input—can help the nervous
system shift from protection mode to ease.

6) Patience with Penetration

If and when your partner is ready to attempt penetration, slow, mindful movements with
ongoing communication are essential. Rushing can trigger muscle tension, even with full
arousal. Your partner needs to feel fully in control, knowing they can pause or stop at any
time without hesitation. This builds trust and safety, which are fundamental to healing.
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7) Navigating Feelings of Guilt or Frustration

Partners of individuals with pelvic pain—regardless of gender—often experience guilt,
confusion, or frustration, wondering if they have done something wrong. You are not alone
in this. Supporting your partner without taking their pain personally is an act of love. This
journey is not about blame—it’s about working together to create a fulfilling and pain-free
intimate connection.

Final Thoughts:

The nervous system is designed to calm down in the presence of positive experiences.
Pleasurable, pain-free intimacy, laughter, touch, music, and mindful breathing all send
signals to the brain that it is safe. By focusing on patience, pleasure, and communication,
you can be a key player in your partner’s healing.

Healing takes time, but you are in this together. With trust, understanding, and a
willingness to adapt, intimacy can become a source of connection rather than pain.

In Sincere Solidarity,

Your Pelvic Physio

Author: Buffy Stinchfield, MPT with contributions by Karlaina Brooke, Psy.D.
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