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Sexuality and Pregnancy for Women Living with Disabilities 

 

 

Sexual Health 

Sexual identity is a significant and encompassing aspect of one’s personality – sexuality 

plays an essential role in how we feel about ourselves, how we relate to others, how 

others relate to us.  

To be sure, paralysis often affects peoples’ sexuality, including changes in physical 

functioning, sensation and response.  Self-image can be shaken. People wonder if they 

can have sex again at all, whether they can attract a partner, whether the partner will stay, 

whether having children is possible.  
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While the range of sexual options may be different, physical attraction and sexual 

activity are realistic expectations – no matter the level or completeness of paralysis. 

Sexual pleasure is possible. Paralyzed women can have children; paralyzed men can be 

dads. Paralyzed people can have loving and lasting relationships.  

The key to successfully redefining one’s sexual identity is experimentation and open 

communication. It helps to understand the anatomy and physiology of sexual function 

and sexual response. It may also help to connect with appropriate resources and 

knowledgeable health care professionals or counselors to best come to grips with the 

available options.  

Sexuality for Women 

Research suggests that the main difference in sexual functioning between women with 

disabilities and nondisabled women can be accounted for by the difficulties women with 

disabilities experience in finding a romantic partner. Level of sexual desire is the same, 

but level of activity is less because significantly fewer women with disabilities have 

partners. 

Generally speaking, sexual expression in the paralyzed female is less affected than in the 

male; it is physically easier for the woman to adapt or redefine her sexual role, albeit a 

passive one. 

Women with paraplegia or quadriplegia and of childbearing age usually regain their 

menstrual cycle; nearly 50 percent do not miss a single period following injury.  

Pregnancy is possible, and most spinal cord injured women can have normal vaginal 

deliveries, although certain complications of pregnancy are possible. Among these are 

premature and autonomic dysreflexia (for those with injuries above T-6, characterized by 

high blood pressure, sweating, chills, and headache) during labor. Also, loss of sensation 

in the pelvic area can prevent the woman from knowing that labor has begun.  

There are also some special considerations related to contraception. Oral contraceptives 

are linked to inflammation and clots in blood vessels and the risk of these is greater in 

women with spinal cord injuries. Intrauterine devices cannot be felt in the paralyzed 

woman, and may cause undetected complications. Use of diaphragms and spermicides 

can be difficult for those with impaired hand dexterity.  

Vaginal lubrication can be an issue. Some SCI women report that they do have reflex 

lubrication and others do not. When substitutes are needed, water-soluble lubricants, e.g., 

Today, Astroglide, KY Jelly, are preferable. Vaseline is not recommended; it is oil based. 

Orgasm is possible for a paralyzed woman if there is some residual pelvic innervation, 

though this is relatively rare. Some men and women are able to experience what has been 

referred to as "paraorgasm" or "phantom orgasm," through reassignment of sexual 
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response to areas of the body unaffected by the injury. This is described as a pleasurable, 

fantasized orgasm that mentally intensifies an existing sensation. 

Sources: The Center for Research on Women with Disabilities, UAB Spain 

Rehabilitation Center/Medical RRTC in Secondary Complications in SCI, Paralyzed 

Veterans of America, National Spinal Cord Injury Association  

The above excerpt is from the Christopher & Dana Reeve Foundation Paralysis Resource 

Center website. https://www.christopherreeve.org/living-with-paralysis/health/sexual-

health/sexual-health-for-women 
 

Websites 

 

https://www.bcm.edu/research/centers/research-on-women-with-

disabilities/topics/sexuality-and-reproductive-health/national-study-final-report 

Baylor College of Medicine: The National Study of Women with Physical 

Disabilities 

This report includes sections on sex, sexual functioning, pregnancy STDs, and 

gynecological health for women with disabilities. 

 

http://www.bermansexualhealth.com/ 

Berman Sexual Health 

Berman Sexual Health is a website for women seeking help with sexual function 

problems such as lack of desire, arousal, lubrication, orgasm, and pain. 

 

http://www.bcm.edu/crowd/ 

Center for Research on Women with Disabilities (CROWD) 

One Baylor Plaza 

Houston, TX 77030 

Phone: 832-819-0232    

Toll-free: 800-44-CROWD  

The Center for Research on Women with Disabilities (CROWD) focuses on issues 

related to health (including reproduction and sexuality), aging, civil rights, abuse, and 

independent living. 

 

https://craighospital.org/resources/topics/sexual-health 

Craig Hospital: Sexual Health Resources 

 

www.dhrn.ca/files/sexualhealthmanual_lowres_2010_0208.pdf 

Disability Health Research Network: PleasurABLE Sexual Device Manual for 

People with Disabilities. 

A 2009 manual for people with disabilities. 

 

http://www.mobilewomen.org 

mobileWOMEN 

Email: info@mobilewomen.org 

https://www.christopherreeve.org/living-with-paralysis/health/sexual-health/sexual-health-for-women
https://www.christopherreeve.org/living-with-paralysis/health/sexual-health/sexual-health-for-women
https://www.bcm.edu/research/centers/research-on-women-with-disabilities/topics/sexuality-and-reproductive-health/national-study-final-report
https://www.bcm.edu/research/centers/research-on-women-with-disabilities/topics/sexuality-and-reproductive-health/national-study-final-report
http://www.bermansexualhealth.com/
http://www.bcm.edu/crowd/
http://www.bcm.tmc.edu/crowd/
https://craighospital.org/resources/topics/sexual-health
http://www.dhrn.ca/files/sexualhealthmanual_lowres_2010_0208.pdf
http://www.mobilewomen.org/
mailto:info@mobilewomen.org
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mobileWOMEN is an online magazine for women in wheelchairs.  The site includes 

articles on Sexuality and Relationships and on Reproductive Health and Pregnancy. 

 

https://www.sexualitysci.org/ 

Mount Sinai Hospital: Sexuality After SCI 

 

http://www.stroke.org/stroke-resources/library/redefining-sexuality 

National Stroke Association: Redefining Sexuality After Stroke 

 

http://pvamag.com/pn/magazine/article.php?art=691 

http://pvamag.com/pn/magazine/article.php?art=678 

Paraplegia News 

Paraplegia News' two-part series, The New Female Sexuality, by Dr. Stanley Ducharme, 

a clinical psychologist in the Departments of Rehabilitation Medicine and Urology at 

Boston University Medical Center. 

 

http://www.sciontario.org/workshop-webcast/sex-after-sci 

SCI Ontario: Sex After SCI webcast 

 

http://www.groups.yahoo.com/group/SARFP/ 

Sex and Relationship Facilitation Project for People with Disabilities   

A closed Yahoo email group for people to discuss the development of sexual and 

relationship facilitation for people with disabilities. Aimed at raising self-esteem and 

body esteem and enhancing interpersonal relationships and skills. 

 

http://www.sexualhealth.com/disabilities-chronic-conditions/ 

SexualHealth: Disabilities + Chronic Conditions 

Phone: 855-739-4325 (Toll-free) 

SexualHealth offers expert information and health care services like testing for sexually 

transmitted diseases.  Questions can be submitted to sexual health experts through a form 

on the website. The page on disabilities and chronic conditions offers a few sample 

Q&As. 

 

http://www.thefreelibrary.com/Sexuality+and+spinal+cord+injury%3A+where+we+are+

and+where+we+are+going.-a019755794 

Sexuality and Spinal Cord Injury: Where We Are and Where We Are Going 

This article discusses the effect on spinal cord injury on male and female sexuality. 

 

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

Spinal Cord Injury Information Network: Sexuality & Sexual Function  

This site presents an overview of information on sexuality & sexual health in the spinal 

cord injury population.  

 

www.accessliving.org 

https://www.accessliving.org/1410ga304 

Take Charge! A Reproductive Health Guide for Women with Disabilities 

https://www.sexualitysci.org/
http://www.stroke.org/stroke-resources/library/redefining-sexuality
http://pvamag.com/pn/magazine/article.php?art=691
http://pvamag.com/pn/magazine/article.php?art=678
http://www.pn-magazine.com/PN/NewVersion/Monthly/03_01/NewFemaleSexuality.htm
http://www.sciontario.org/workshop-webcast/sex-after-sci
http://www.groups.yahoo.com/group/SARFP/
http://www.sexualhealth.com/disabilities-chronic-conditions/
http://www.sexualhealth.com/
http://www.thefreelibrary.com/Sexuality+and+spinal+cord+injury%3A+where+we+are+and+where+we+are+going.-a019755794
http://www.thefreelibrary.com/Sexuality+and+spinal+cord+injury%3A+where+we+are+and+where+we+are+going.-a019755794
http://www.uab.edu/medicine/sci/daily-living/sexuality-a-sexual-function
http://www.accessliving.org/
https://www.accessliving.org/1410ga304
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The guide is available as a free download. 

 

 

Pregnancy 

 

https://www.bcm.edu/research/centers/research-on-women-with-

disabilities/topics/sexuality-and-reproductive-health/national-study-final-

report/pregnancy 

Baylor College of Medicine: The National Study of Women with Physical 

Disabilities--Pregnancy 

 

http://cirrie.buffalo.edu/encyclopedia/en/article/260/ 

Pregnancy Planning for Women with Mobility Disabilities  

This article by Judi Rogers, OTR/L, addresses pregnancy from planning through birth. 

 

http://images.main.uab.edu/spinalcord/SCI%20Infosheets%20in%20PDF/Pregnancy%20

for%20Women%20with%20ASCI.pdf 

Spinal Cord Injury Information Network: Pregnancy for Women with SCI - 

InfoSheet #14 

This fact sheet addresses pregnancy from planning through birth and discusses 

complications like bladder management and pressure sores. 

 

https://msktc.org/lib/docs/Factsheets/SCI_Sexuality.pdf 

Model Systems Knowledge Translation Center: Sexuality and Sexual Functioning 

After Spinal Cord Injury 

 

 

Other Videos 

 

http://sci.washington.edu/info/forums/reports/sexability.asp 

Northwest Regional Spinal Cord Injury System: Sexability. Seattle, WA: University 

of Washington, 2009. Streaming video (62 minutes) 

This video presents techniques that people with disabilities can use to enhance the 

enjoyment of sexual experiences. 

 

http://sci.washington.edu/info/forums/reports/sex_sci_2011.asp 

Northwest Regional Spinal Cord Injury System: Conversations from the Bedroom: 

Sex after Spinal Cord Injury. 2011 Streaming video (74 minutes) 

In this forum, real people with spinal cord injuries talk about their real sexual experiences 

since injury. Two men with quadriplegia and one woman with paraplegia discuss the 

good, the bad, and the funny. A rehab physician answers questions related to medical 

issues and sexual activity. 

 

https://www.shepherd.org/more/resources-patients/women-sci-resource-videos 

Shepherd Center: Empowering Women with Spinal Cord Injury series includes 

videos on: 

https://www.bcm.edu/research/centers/research-on-women-with-disabilities/topics/sexuality-and-reproductive-health/national-study-final-report/pregnancy
https://www.bcm.edu/research/centers/research-on-women-with-disabilities/topics/sexuality-and-reproductive-health/national-study-final-report/pregnancy
https://www.bcm.edu/research/centers/research-on-women-with-disabilities/topics/sexuality-and-reproductive-health/national-study-final-report/pregnancy
http://cirrie.buffalo.edu/encyclopedia/en/article/260/
http://images.main.uab.edu/spinalcord/SCI%20Infosheets%20in%20PDF/Pregnancy%20for%20Women%20with%20ASCI.pdf
http://images.main.uab.edu/spinalcord/SCI%20Infosheets%20in%20PDF/Pregnancy%20for%20Women%20with%20ASCI.pdf
https://msktc.org/lib/docs/Factsheets/SCI_Sexuality.pdf
http://sci.washington.edu/info/forums/reports/sexability.asp
http://sci.washington.edu/info/forums/reports/sex_sci_2011.asp
https://www.shepherd.org/more/resources-patients/women-sci-resource-videos
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- Pregnancy, Labor and Delivery 

- Intimacy 

- Dating 

- Sex Positions 

- Parenting 

 

This video covers subjects such as periods, bladder, bowel, breast health. 

http://www.uab.edu/medicine/sci/uab-scims-information/secondary-conditions-of-sci-

health-education-video-series 

Spinal Cord Injury Information Network: Secondary Conditions of Spinal Cord 

Injury Health Education Video Series 

The 59-minute video “Sexuality & Sexual Function” explores psychological aspects of 

sexuality and physical aspects of sex following SCI for both men and women. It can be 

streamed online or downloaded. 

 

http://vimeo.com/drmitchelltepper/videos 

Vimeo: Dr. Mitchell Tepper’s videos 

Two streaming videos--one is entitled “Sexual Positions for Men with Spinal Cord 

Injury” and the other is entitled “Sexual Positions for Women with Paralysis”. Dr. Tepper 

is an expert in the field of sex and disability. 

 

 

Articles 

 

“Sex Toy Roundup.” By Mitch Tepper. New Mobility Feb. 2018 p. 35. 

 

http://www.newmobility.com/2019/02/sexuality-after-spinal-cord-injury/ 

“Sexuality After Spinal Cord Injury: Creating A Lasting, Transformative Resource”. By 

Ian Ruder Feb. 2019  

 

 

 

 

The information contained in this message is presented for the purpose of educating 

and informing you about paralysis and its effects. Nothing contained in this message 

should be construed nor is intended to be used for medical diagnosis or treatment. It 

should not be used in place of the advice of your physician or other qualified health 

care provider. Should you have any health care related questions, please call or see 

your physician or other qualified health care provider promptly. Always consult 

with your physician or other qualified health care provider before embarking on a 

new treatment, diet or fitness program. You should never disregard medical advice 

or delay in seeking it because of something you have read in this message. 

 

This project was supported, in part, by grant number 90PRRC0002, from the U.S. 

Administration for Community Living, Department of Health and Human Services, 

Washington, D.C. 20201. Grantees undertaking projects under government sponsorship 

http://www.uab.edu/medicine/sci/uab-scims-information/secondary-conditions-of-sci-health-education-video-series
http://www.uab.edu/medicine/sci/uab-scims-information/secondary-conditions-of-sci-health-education-video-series
http://vimeo.com/drmitchelltepper/videos
http://www.newmobility.com/2019/02/sexuality-after-spinal-cord-injury/
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are encouraged to express freely their findings and conclusions. Points of view or 

opinions do not, therefore, necessarily represent official Administration for Community 

Living policy. 


