
In the course of  the interviews, we were confronted repeatedly by the con-
trast between common assumptions and myths about sexuality as opposed 
to the realities of  magnificent sex. There are many myths about sex, and 

about “great sex” in particular. In the absence of  solid, research-based evidence, 
speculation, guesswork and anecdotes flourish like weeds in the popular media.

The goal of  this chapter is to uproot a few of  these more pernicious dande-
lions and to contrast them with some lessons from the extraordinary lovers we 
had interviewed. We will review some common, often unarticulated myths 
and juxtapose them with the realities of  what sex can be. The “antidotes” are 
helpful enough to warrant considerable attention. Several of  them will be 
explored more deeply in Part III. (For example, the myth that sex should be 
“natural and spontaneous” will be contrasted with the reality of  extraordi-
nary lovers’ preparations which contribute to the creation of  magnificent sex 
as elaborated in Chapter 5.)

The myths to be examined are drawn from media portrayals of  “great sex” 
as well as reactions when we presented our research. In many cases, extraordi-
nary lovers themselves brought up these myths specifically in order to debunk 
them. “These are the kind of  stupid ideas I had to let go in order to be able to 
have truly great sex”, was the message reported endlessly.

By contrast, what lessons can be learned from those who experience mag-
nificent sex, even if  they have been marginalized, especially the elderly (as well 
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as those who are disabled or chronically ill, and members of  sexual minority 
groups), and are not typically considered role models for “great sex”?

Why Do These Myths Matter and How Are They 
Relevant for Magnificent Sex?

Before entering into a discussion of  the myths themselves, two of  the most 
important lessons should be introduced in order to appreciate the adverse 
impact of  common beliefs on normative sexuality and to demonstrate that 
there are alternatives to both the beliefs and their effects.

Great Lovers are Made – Not Born

Early in the interview process, at least in part to ascertain that participants 
were speaking about the same phenomenon, we asked them when they first 
experienced “great sex”. We asked what brought about this first experience. 
In fact, we reworded the question repeatedly, in order to ensure that people 
would grasp and relay what we especially wanted to learn: At what age did 
you first experience “great sex”? What led to it? How did it come to happen? 
Did you acquire the capacity to bring it about? If  so, how? Extraordinary lov-
ers laughed at these questions and had vivid memories of  their first optimal 
sexual experiences and what led to them.

Their first lesson is that great lovers are made – not born. Very few peo-
ple had magnificent sexual experiences early on, although most of  them had 
initially been rather impressed with their first, partnered sexual  experiences, 
which they later came to understand as fairly naive assessments. Their 
 collective narrative was: When I was in my teens, I thought getting laid was 
pretty great. When I hit my 20s, I thought having sex without my parents 
walking in was really great. In my 30s, I thought having sex without my kids 
walking in was great. But by the time I hit my 40s . . . I began to wonder, is 
that all there is? Is this as good as it gets? Was I willing to rock the boat? Was 
I willing to expose my vulnerabilities to get to really great sex? And that pro-
cess of  questioning was part of  what led me to the calibre of  sex that I first 
discovered in midlife.

As such, the most common period for first having what they currently con-
sidered “great” sex was in midlife. This discovery was rather demoralizing 
initially to the younger members of  our audiences as we began to present 
this finding. Those in their 20s were asking, “Does this mean that I have to 
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wait another 30-plus years before I can start having magnificent sex?” (The 
question as to whether anyone/everyone can enhance their sex lives and how 
they might do so is the focus of  our final chapter.) It was in their 40s and 50s 
that people began to question their prior expectations, recognizing that they 
may have been too low. They also realized that if  they wanted significantly 
better sex, it would require a serious investment of  energy and effort. They 
recognized that if  they were so inclined, they were better situated to pursue it 
than they were in their youth: They were clearer on what they wanted, better 
able to articulate and ask for it, and more skillful at negotiating.

Thus, participants’ ability to demarcate the beginnings of  “great” sex 
indicated a clear and distinct improvement in their sex lives as they reached 
midlife. They had developed the capacity for magnificent sex rather than hav-
ing been “born that way”.

The noteworthy message here is for individuals who may wish for optimal 
sexual experiences but have not had them yet. The operative word here is 
yet. Do not give up. Please consider learning from extraordinary lovers as to 
what elements they found helpful or even crucial in laying the  groundwork 
for magnificent sex, but it may require entertaining some counter-intuitive 
ideas.

Overcoming Normative Sex Scripts

Almost without exception, those we spoke with reported that the first step 
towards magnificent sex entailed unlearning everything they had learned 
growing up about sex and sexuality. This necessitates overcoming prior 
shame, guilt, normative performance expectations and sex scripts (e.g., the 
ultimate end of  sex should be penetration). It requires becoming less willing 
to settle for merely functional, but not necessarily fulfilling sex, when enacted 
primarily for the sake of  maintaining relational harmony (Kleinplatz, 2011) –  
or avoiding a partner’s disgruntled feelings. Improving one’s sex life takes 
notable time, devotion and intentionality and cannot begin without acknowl-
edging and discarding the restrictive sexual and heteronormative values and 
beliefs endemic in our society. As an older man stated emphatically:

It really is important for people to become liberated from that sex 
negativity in order to continue and to attain better and better . . . 
“great sex”. And that takes work . . . understanding where your 
hang-ups are, what your fears are and dealing with them . . . that 
you become free of  them to be totally human. And that’s one of  
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the reasons why sex for older people is better than for younger peo-
ple. Younger people are still socialized into a mold of  expectations 
that, um, are sometimes very difficult to overcome. I certainly was.

This message is especially important, although it meets with incredulity 
and perhaps even resistance in a North American social context. We are sur-
rounded by open displays of  sex and sexuality of  every variety in the media, 
certainly in advertising and on the Internet. How could anyone argue that 
young people are still being socialized in a sex-negative environment? Here 
are a few leading questions which we will consider further in the chapter on 
clinical implications but which the reader may wish to reflect upon in the 
interim: If  we actually do live in a sex-positive society, how is it that young 
(and old) adults still struggle to share their sexual desires and fantasies in 
the privacy of  their bedrooms? How many North Americans are actually 
experiencing the calibre of  sex they desire – and could this be linked to the 
high incidence of  low sexual desire/frequency problems? If  we are so com-
fortable dealing with sexuality, how is it that rates of  sexually transmitted 
infections continue to rise among the young (Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, 2017, 2018; Choudhri et al., 2018a, 2018b, 2018c) and older 
adults (Emanuel, 2014), without a corresponding rise in sexual frequency 
(Twenge et al., 2016)? Does the public openness reflect cultural sexual com-
fort or reinforce private sexual discomfort and feelings of  being defective 
(Kleinplatz, 2013)?

Some Myths and their Corresponding Realities – or 
Antidotes

Sex Should Be Natural and Spontaneous versus 
Magnificent Sex Involves Prioritizing and Being Deliberate

The notion that sex should be “natural and spontaneous” ranks among the 
most difficult assumptions to dislodge and among the most deleterious and 
dangerous to couples. It is so ubiquitous a hallmark for “great sex” as depicted 
in Hollywood movies that it has become a cliché. It is a contender for most 
damaging myth, encouraging individuals to devalue any sexual relations that 
took effort. In therapy, couples often rhapsodize about the honeymoon phase 
of  the relationship, typically long before they married, when every time they 
saw each other they seemingly fell into each other’s arms.
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How does this compare to the descriptions of  magnificent sex found 
among the extraordinary lovers? Among these individuals, magnificent sex 
might occasionally happen spontaneously but more commonly, it required 
considerable planning, prioritizing, being deliberate or, as one person summa-
rized, “Great sex takes intentionality.” That is, sex of  this calibre does not sim-
ply “happen” but must be welcomed and invited into one’s life. This requires 
considerable honesty about one’s priorities. As one of  our kinky participants 
stated, it is “important enough to really devote a lot of  time”. In other words, 
although in theory, when all the stars are in alignment sex might occasionally 
occur unexpectedly, in order to maximize the likelihood that magnificent sex 
might occur, one needed to create opportunity via one’s choices. As an older 
man indicated:

She and I . . . almost insisted on being with one another rather 
than with a bunch of  other people. So we would not go to parties, 
we would not go to restaurants, would not attend concerts, we 
just want to be together. That’s all, just the two of  us. Anywhere.

The paradox here is that one cannot actually plan for optimal sexual experi-
ences. One can, however, create the conditions in which magic might occur. 
Or as another woman worded it, “Having found great sex, it has become so 
important to me that, I’m clearer now about the, the lengths I’m willing to 
go to, to get it.”

Magnificent Sex Requires Engaging in Intercourse versus 
“Every Point of Pleasure on the Circle Is an End in Itself”

In his book Great Sex, Michael Castleman (2004) describes a popular model 
of  sex as, “A one-way drive downfield to the end zone of  intercourse.” This 
sequence of  behaviours can be readily observed from the sex scenes depicted 
in most television shows, movies and romance novels. Each is usually writ-
ten with the assumption that intercourse is the end-game, although certain 
behaviours are labelled as universally appealing and therefore strongly recom-
mended (e.g., fellatio). The sequence is learned early and renowned among 
high school students joking about first base, second base, third base and even-
tually sliding in to home. This model also shows up in academic sex research. 
The most popular depictions of  “normal sex” (e.g., Masters and Johnson’s, 
Helen Singer Kaplan’s) reflect some variation on the desire → “foreplay” → 
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intercourse → orgasm sequence of  events. This can be seen in the write-up 
and organization of  the sexual dysfunctions chapter of  the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual (DSM, APA, 2013). Sexual dysfunctions are defined by the 
extent to which they disrupt this normal sequence (e.g., low sexual desire, 
erectile dysfunction, premature ejaculation, genital/pelvic pain impeding 
penetration, lack of  orgasms).

Extraordinary lovers tend not to describe sex in a compartmentalized, lin-
ear way but describe a more free-flowing approach that involves a mix of  
connecting with one another, playing and communicating. An older man 
described his interactions with his partner, “Whenever I’m around my loved 
one, I’m having sex with her. It’s all foreplay or it’s all post-coital snuggling. 
I mean, it’s always making love when we are intentionally together with the 
leisure to be together, it’s lovemaking.” Another commented, “It can be great 
if  we have intercourse, it can be great if  we [have] oral sex, it can be great if  
we’re just making out.” One woman remarked:

Great sex I would say you have a circle, and every point on the 
circle is in itself, an end of  pleasure, every point of  pleasure on the 
circle is an end in itself. So intercourse can be one of  those but it’s 
not the only one of  those.

Great Sex Involves “Date Night” Prepwork – Roses, 
Candles, Lingerie versus Tailor Preparation to the Needs 
of the Individuals and the Kinds of Sex They Anticipate

It’s a cliché of  romantic movies and novels that great sex involves extensive, 
time-consuming preparation. The bedroom in which this fictional great sex 
occurs has often been set with rose petals, candles, lingerie, chocolate-covered 
strawberries, champagne, soft music, etc.

Extraordinary lovers said that optimal sexual experiences do involve set-
ting aside time and preparing their environment. However, no one believed 
that candles and rose petals were important or necessary ingredients. Rather, 
they emphasized the need to set up their environment so as to be congruent 
with the needs and interests of  those involved. As one older woman stated:

But the most important thing is that it not interfere with whatever 
kind of  sex you wanted to have that day. So it could be quiet and 
private and comfortable with no interruptions for about four days 
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or it could be that the participants lose themselves in a room with 
other people in it or nearby. It depends what you want.

Some suggested that neat and tidy bedrooms might be conducive to magnif-
icent sex. Another man suggested that indoor plumbing has been an impor-
tant contributor to optimal sexual experiences on an historical level:

I have no idea how people got, had great sex before there was 
indoor plumbing. You know, ’cause all this, you figure all this joy-
ous sex stuff  that, you know, this all, both people just bathed, and 
you know they’re clean and they don’t have fleas all over them and 
they’re not cold and hot . . . so many amenities we take for granted.

Great Sex Requires Novelty versus Exploration and 
Familiarity versus Both Have Advantages

Pop culture recommendations on how to have wonderful sex often empha-
size the importance of  novelty: New positions, tricks, props and new loca-
tions are recommended in order to sustain a partner’s interest. Buy some sexy 
lingerie, go away for the weekend, give sex toys a try or engage in “light” 
bondage. Recommendations of  this type are often fairly narrow and suggest 
that consumers avoid anything that is too “out there” or “kinky”.

By contrast, extraordinary lovers did not emphasize the importance of  sur-
prise and novelty. It was, however, important to approach sexual encounters 
and partners with an attitude of  openness. One woman described her “novel” 
sexual encounters:

There’s always an element of, of  new-ness or novelty, um, but not 
novelty in the, like, cheap plastic toy sense um novelty in the, ‘I 
have never experienced this, thus it is a new experience and an 
unexpected one’ sense.

Another woman talked about bringing a “sense of  discovery and wonder” to 
sexual encounters with her long-term partners. One person explained why 
she and her partner engage in novel behaviours:

I think couples – myself  and my partner included – have little ways 
of  bringing novelty, um, into our sexual experiences. And whether 
that’s engaging in sex at a different time of  day or whether it’s ah, ah 
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trying a new technique or trying a sex toy or even just, um, talking 
during sex, um, it could be almost anything that is different from 
the way we did it most of  the time, um I think adds an element 
of  risk and excitement, it increases our interest, increases the odds 
that we’ll want to do it again, um, it increases our sense of  safety 
in the relationship if  it goes well and safety in the relationship then 
increases the odds that we can seek more novelty together.

Many waxed lyrical about the benefits of  familiarity and building on the 
solid foundation of  a long-term relationship. Or as a kinky man said, “With 
a familiar person, it’s better because you have that bond, you have that trust, 
you got experience with each other.” For such individuals, the emphasis was 
not on new sexual acts or props but on creating a context for revealing one 
another anew and in ever-deeper ways. Their focus was on the opportunity 
for self-exploration afforded in deeply intimate relationships. Or as a kinky 
woman reported, “Part of  great sex too is that discovery process, that it never 
stops.” That is, a balance is required between discovery and trust, which in 
turn creates an atmosphere rich with “anticipated surprise”.

Great Sex Means Great Orgasms versus Orgasm Helps 
But Is Neither Necessary Nor Sufficient

The question that I [A.D.M.] encountered most frequently in describing this 
research to acquaintances, friends and family members was: “Great sex? Well, 
that’s just great orgasms, isn’t it?” There is a pervasive assumption in the gen-
eral population, fuelled by media content, that great sex means great orgasms 
or possibly multiple orgasms or – even better – simultaneous, mutual orgasms.

Because of  the prevalence of  this idea, we specifically asked about the role 
of  orgasm in bringing about magnificent sex. Most said that although orgasms 
were extremely pleasurable, they were neither necessary nor sufficient for 
magnificent sex. As one older man described the situation, “Orgasm doesn’t 
guarantee it or prevent it.” An older man described the role of  orgasms in his 
greatest sexual experiences:

I think it is, um, part of  the experience, not the best or the only, 
um, part. I think, um, uh, perhaps there’s a physical intensity, 
uh, and maybe even an emotional intensity where that feels, uh, 
there’s a peak sense of  being vulnerable, of  being out of  control 
of  um . . . Okay, I think the sensation is all, kind of  all over your 
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body, one time. Um, instead of, just kind of, different times and 
different parts of  your body . . . I think about it as, as maybe a 
point where one, so to speak – not the most or the only but cer-
tainly it is a point where, um, couples, uh, allow their partner, um, 
in, uh, in terms of, giving to them in a very intense kind of  way. 
So letting go. [pause] Sometimes I think of  it as a, um, merging or 
a loss of  boundaries, both emotionally and physically.

Several people talked about delaying their orgasms for hours on end in order 
to build arousal. As one woman reported: “The greatest sex experiences that 
I have had did not involve orgasm [but] involved denial of  orgasm, or involved 
the deliberate holding back of  orgasm, in order for the arousal or so forth.” In 
the BDSM world, this pattern of  heightening and savouring arousal is often 
referred to as “edging”.

Great Sex Only Happens at the Beginning of a Relationship 
versus Magnificent Sex in Long-Term Relationships 
Requires Not Lowering Expectations Over Time

This myth was expressed by some sex therapists who participated in the 
study. The gist of  this myth is that couples should lower their expectations: 
Great sex is what happens in the first year of  a relationship but should not be 
expected thereafter except on special occasions (e.g., going on vacation, on 
anniversaries and birthdays). One sex therapist told us:

My feeling is that that kind of  intensity that occurs in the begin-
ning of  a relationship changes over time so that the greatness of  
the sex is less great in a long-term relationship. I don’t think that 
one can maintain that kind of  intensity that I described in the 
beginning [of  the interview].

This idea seems to pervade the academic literature as well. Historically, there 
has been very little research on sex and sexuality among older people and 
those partnered for 20, 30 or more years and still less on sexual satisfaction 
within this group.

Certainly, some people said that magnificent sex was possible at the begin-
ning of  a relationship. A few singled out the high levels of  passion and inten-
sity that occur in the early stages of  a new relationship, especially if  desire had 
been spun out over a long period of  time and gratification had been delayed. 
However, many emphasized that sex is likely to get better over time, provided 
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that certain criteria are met. With experience, many found that they were 
less willing to settle for anything less than what they really wanted. They 
talked about valuing sex, both as individuals and within the relationship. 
They spoke of  prioritizing sex in their lives and making time for it. As one 
older man stated, “People who understand that sexuality in a long-term rela-
tionship involves effort. I’m not going to say work, but effort.” Within their 
relationships, extraordinary lovers said that they communicated extensively 
with their partners and explored together. They explained the importance 
of  ongoing learning and discovery. One man explained the changes in his 
marriage over time:

Like no matter how much you know someone, things change 
over time. Um, the, the way that my partner and I have sex after 
17 years looks very different from, or, you know, we do very differ-
ent things. Uh, you know, like for example, within the, within the 
general category of  oral sex, the things that we like have changed 
over time. So, yes, I mean, they may both look similar to the out-
sider but to us, it’s clearly very different. Um, and so being able to 
recognize that and not take it personally.

Many talked about the importance of  willingness, openness to experience and 
making adaptations to changes over time. They emphasized that this takes 
courage, daring, boldness and creativity. It is enhanced by the freedom to take 
chances without worrying about making mistakes; that freedom comes from 
the growing trust in a relationship over time. Many people said that they were 
surprised to find themselves having better sex later in the relationship than 
they did at the outset.

Sex Deteriorates with Age versus Magnificent Sex Benefits 
from Experience and Maturity

In Western culture, the sexual practices and interests of  older individuals 
have often been marginalized. Older characters who still talk about sex or 
engage in sexual activities are frequently the butt of  cringe-oriented, sitcom 
jokes. Older individuals are not represented in advertising, unless the adver-
tiser is peddling pills to treat erectile dysfunction. If  older people are having 
sex at all, it is assumed that they must be experiencing one (or more) sexual 
dysfunctions (e.g., low desire, lack of  lubrication, erectile dysfunction, pain). 
The unfortunate consequence of  these representations is that the elderly 
themselves may hold limiting self-stereotypes (DeLamater & Koepsel, 2015).
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Both the older individuals and the sexual minority members reported that 
over time, their definitions of  magnificent sex and what it takes to get there 
grew increasingly demanding. As an older man reported, “It’s like somewhere 
in there, I hit another gear and saw possibilities that I didn’t think about before, 
wasn’t aware of  missing anything. But I found other, I found more keys on the 
keyboard.” A woman reported:

I think that as I have had more experiences, and I have been more 
open in talking about sexual experiences with my partners and 
others who are willing to talk, um, that it has helped me open 
my mind to possibilities and a broader interpretation of, um, sex 
in general. Um, I understand, um, that sex in general can have a 
broader definition than the full missionary, you know, penetration 
of  a woman’s vagina and I think that I was naive enough to think 
as I entered my first long-term relationship, which was with my 
husband, um, that, uh, there were certainly any number of  posi-
tions and any number of  things that could go on during an act 
of  intimacy, but I still was fairly narrow in scope in terms of, um, 
the depth of  what could happen, in terms of  emotional connec-
tion, and the spiritual connection, and energy exchange and so on. 
That’s evolved over time and I think that that’s true for anybody, 
that it takes a certain maturity to be able to, um, tap into those 
kinds of  introspection and reflections.

Many expressed surprise and delight upon discovering that sex can improve 
with experience and maturity. As one older man said, “Well, I was not as good 
a lover as I was 19 to 40 as I was thereafter and I probably am a better lover 
today than when I was 40 . . .” He said that he and his partner looked forward 
to what the next 10 or 20 years might bring.

Many older individuals said that as they mature, magnificent sexual expe-
riences become less about performance, technique and orgasms, and more 
focused on the relational and spiritual components of  the experience. Quite a 
few said that when they were younger, “great sex” was any sex, and it tended to 
be very goal-oriented. This changed with experience, as an older man reported:

Young people are more performance and, and, uh . . . [sighs] 
They’re just too anxious. Older people have more of  an under-
standing for what it takes to join, like for minds to join and what 
it takes to control your mind to enjoy great sex. I mean, I think 
back to myself, I was 15 years old the first time I made love to 
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a friend of  mine who I actually went to grade school together 
with. And [laughs] was that great sex? Absolutely not. Did I have 
great sex before I was 20 years old? Well in my own mind I did 
because I met somebody and we had sex. That was not great sex. 
We were young, we were anxious, we were quick. No. Sex comes 
with maturity. It doesn’t matter that you’re necessarily mature at 
25 or mature at 55, it’s something that gradually increases with 
age. Sex becomes better and better with time.

Another person explained the transition in thinking about great sex over time:

So, the big difference is in realizing, when you’re young, sexuality 
is much more about what’s physical. I think as you get older, again 
it’s a finite number of  tabs and a finite number of  slots and the 
things you really want to do, you know, you want to try this and 
try that and see if  you can have a three-way . . . Whatever, you 
know, little, um, experiences you wanted to have on your list, as 
you get older you kind of  check those things off  your list and at 
the point that you’ve checked a lot of  them off, you realize that it 
has to do with transcendence and awareness and acuity and clarity, 
um, so it becomes really different when you’re older. And person-
ally, I think, extremely, um, a lot better in a certain way.

Older lovers reported that being open to learning new things about themselves, 
their partners and sex itself  had resulted in overall personal growth and develop-
ment. As a kinky woman said, “I think they have to be willing to try things and, 
not afraid, not closed down. I think that you have to be okay with making mis-
takes.” Their continued questioning and re-evaluation throughout their lives had 
led to greater comfort with themselves in general and with their sexuality. Or as 
an older man in a very long-term marriage explained, “You’ve been through so 
many ups and downs that you know you’re going to come out of  it OK.”

Great Sex Is for Beautiful, Able-Bodied People versus 
Chronic Illness and Disability Do Not Necessarily Preclude 
Optimal Sexual Experience

At the beginning of  each interview, in the course of  collecting demographic 
data, we asked everyone about their health and ability/disability status. 
The majority self-defined as healthy and able-bodied. This was illuminating 
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because as we would occasionally discover in the course of  the interviews, 
some of  these same people would be described objectively in medical terms 
as seriously ill. For example, one man who had initially described himself  as 
healthy and able-bodied interrupted an interview to say he “just” needed to 
get his oxygen and would be right back. He returned and reassured us that he 
was set to continue – it was simply that he had COPD (i.e., chronic obstruc-
tive pulmonary disease). It was a turning point in the research. We were puz-
zled but later came to realize that one element of  how extraordinary lovers 
approached life in general was with a joie de vivre that also pervaded their 
sexuality. As an older man noted:

Someone who looks on themselves as being somehow broken . . . 
need not map to any kind of  externally-defined disability . . . It never 
struck me as being a defining issue in terms of  sexual engagement, 
sexual passion . . . If  there were a disability that restricts one’s access 
to sexual fulfillment, I would say it was a disability of  the energy or the 
imagination.

Similarly, some were disabled, chronically ill or had cared for and outlived 
partners who had been sick. The medical conditions they reported included 
heart disease, strokes, multiple sclerosis, various types of  cancer (and their 
treatments, for example, mastectomies, hysterectomies, prostatectomies, 
etc.), HIV, epilepsy, arthritis, spinal stenosis, hearing loss and incontinence. 
They would surely have been an obstacle to normal sexual functioning. How-
ever, they did not prevent optimal sexual experience. As an older woman said, 
“You can always have sex in a new form.” As one older, kinky man described:

I’d say that my life is better than it’s ever been, in spite of  increas-
ing levels of  disability, because there’s a lot more love in it and 
there’s a lot more, you know, uh, kind of  energy and, um, I just 
feel better about myself  and about other people.

As another noted, “With the right partner, I don’t need Viagra or Cialis. With-
out the right partner, drugs won’t help!”

In some cases, sex only became magnificent after prior sexual options 
became impossible; the experience of  disability caused the individual to set 
aside assumptions and preconceptions about sex, which helped open the door 
to magnificent sexual experiences. An older, kinky man commented, “. . . a lot 
of  barriers to great sex for able-bodied people [occur] as they hold themselves 
to standards that get in the way of  open-mindedness and experimentation”.
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This perspective on life itself  from among individuals with disabilities is 
worthy of  further research that goes well beyond the domain of  sexology. 
Please keep these extraordinary lovers and what they have to teach us in mind 
as we continue to consider what makes for magnificent sex. In essence, they 
are forcing us not only to grapple with conventional images of  who “sex is 
for” but more importantly, they are challenging us to re-envision “sex” per se.

Extraordinary lovers indicated that none of  these elements is necessary for 
optimal sexual experiences. Many spontaneously volunteered that they did 
not consider themselves or their partners conventionally, physically attractive 
by mainstream standards. One man explained how his thinking about the role 
of  attractiveness and optimal sexual experiences had changed over his life:

I think, you know, although your body changes and your, you get a 
little wrinkled, if  you still have enthusiasm, uh, you can still be attrac-
tive to people. When I turned 40 I thought, ‘Oh this is it, I’ll never get 
laid again.’ But that turned out not to be true and then when I turned 
50 I thought the same thing and again it turned out not to be true and 
then it happened again when I was 60 and when I was 70. And I’m 
still having great sex and I think that’s really quite wonderful.

Some said that they or their partners were overweight or obese; these same 
individuals often said that optimal sexual experiences had gone a long way to 
curing them of  hang-ups related to body image.

The interviews with older, chronically ill and disabled individuals teach 
that magnificent sex in no way resembles functional sex. The good news is that 
sexual functioning is not necessary for magnificent sex. That means that aging, 
chronic illness and disability do not necessarily preclude and may even be an 
asset towards optimal sexual development. The bad news is that sexual func-
tioning is not sufficient for magnificent sex (Kleinplatz, 2010, 2016; Ménard et al., 
2015). Having a hard penis (or two) or a wet vagina will allow for adequate 
sexual functioning but they are no guarantee of  magnificent sex.

Great Sex Can Only Occur within the Context  
of Loving, Long-Term, Monogamous Relationships versus 
Magnificent Sex Comes in Many Forms of Consensually 
Non-Monogamous Relationships

The sex therapists we interviewed often gave very different answers from the 
participants who had actually experienced magnificent sex. One of  the major 
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assumptions made by the sex therapists in this study was that optimal sexual 
experiences could only happen within the context of  a loving, monogamous, 
long-term relationship. No allowances were made for having optimal sexual 
experiences with friends, casual partners, play partners or any type of  consen-
sually non-monogamous or polyamorous configuration.

Some individuals had only had optimal sexual experiences with one per-
son and did not believe that it was possible for them to have magnificent sex 
with someone else, although many were careful to explain that this was only 
true for themselves and not necessarily for others. Others were openly and 
consensually non-monogamous (e.g., swinging, polyamory) but had only had 
magnificent sex with their primary partner, while others had optimal sexual 
experiences across partners. Their accounts were verified when we inter-
viewed partners in the same relationship back-to-back, with no opportunity 
for them to speak with one another between interviews. For example, when 
we asked how and when they came to be consensually non-monogamous, 
each partner described the same timing and sequence of  events, as in the case 
of  a married couple, who each separately specified, “Great sex began 12 years 
ago . . . when we went poly.” A few specified that their swinging experiences 
were “hot” but not “great”. However, many people reported that magnificent 
sex can be experienced within the context of  different types and durations of  
relationship as long as certain elements are in place, such as trust, safety, car-
ing, communication and respect. Sometimes these relationships were within 
a polyamorous context. Sometimes people were talking about friendships 
involving a sexual component.

A Serendipitous Lesson: Group Similarities  
and Differences in Optimal Sexual Experiences

Pop culture stereotypes would have us believe that men and women feel, 
think and behave in different but complementary ways when it comes to sex. 
The quintessential examples are John Gray’s bestsellers of  the 1990s, which 
claim that men are from Mars and women are from Venus. More recently, 
evolutionary sexology claims that men and women are designed to be differ-
ent sexually for the sake of  the propagation of  the species. In any event, the 
stereotypes suggest that for men, any sex is great sex. Men are expected to 
focus on conquering many sexual partners and check off  a variety of  differ-
ent experiences (e.g., anal intercourse, threesomes). According to traditional, 
gendered sexual scripts, for women, sex can only be great in a committed rela-
tionship, and would usually involve extensive foreplay, mind-blowing orgasms 
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given to her by her skilled partner and cuddling afterwards (which their male 
partners are expected to abhor). Theoretically, these differences are thought 
to lead to problems and dysfunction unless men and women learn what the 
other sex “really wants in bed”.

Gender/sex research in the academic world has often reinforced these 
 stereotypes by focusing on the differences in sexual attitudes and behaviours 
between men and women. However, many studies have found that supposed 
gender differences in areas such as level of  sexual desire, frequency of  mas-
turbation, frequency of  fantasies and frequency of  “one-night stands” are 
inconsistent at best (Peterson & Hyde, 2010). Some studies have found gender 
differences in levels of  sexual satisfaction and well-being but most have not. 
The results from one study showed that perceived differences in sexual behav-
iours between men and women are negligible in an experimental condition 
where participants were led to believe that false answers on questionnaires 
could be detected by researchers (Alexander & Fisher, 2003). It would appear 
that many participants in that study felt the need to respond in a way that was 
consistent with gender stereotypes rather than disclose their actual behav-
iours and attitudes.

However, in our research, an unexpected picture of  male-female and other 
group differences – or lack thereof  – emerged (Kleinplatz, Ménard, Paradis 
et al., 2013). As indicated in Chapter 1, phenomenologically-oriented research 
methodology does not allow for testing of  differences between groups. We 
had undertaken discovery-oriented (i.e., What is magnificent sex?) rather than 
hypothesis-testing research (i.e., Does optimal sexual experience differ between 
men and women? The old versus the young? The “vanilla” versus the kinky?). 
Yet as soon as we began to distribute masked transcripts – that is, transcripts 
devoid of  all identifying and demographic information for ethical reasons – we 
began to notice a pattern among the other members of  our research team. 
We [P.J.K. and A.D.M.] were the only ones who knew which interview tran-
script came from which sort of  participant and could not help but notice that 
our  fellow team members’ guesses as to who was whom were erroneous (e.g., 
male versus female). By 2013, the similarities among the experiences of  extraor-
dinary lovers became undeniable. With sincerest apologies to our fellow phe-
nomenologists, we felt compelled to publish our observation that our research 
team members found men and women, the young and the old, vanilla and 
kinky participants indistinguishable (Kleinplatz, Ménard, Paradis et al., 2013).

That is, in our research, no major differences were noted between the 
responses of  men and women. As one participant explained, “I think probably 
when we reach that level of  calling something great or excellent or optimal, 
I think probably most gender differences would disappear.” Another woman 
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described her partner’s experience: “I’ve seen his face and that’s a good mirror 
to what I’m feeling at the time.” Or as one older man stated:

It’s probably the most peer sex that I’ve ever had. We have – our 
particular, um, uh, sexual relationship dynamics that we’ve devel-
oped, um, right from the start but ultimately what goes on is 
there’s a great peerness that, that sex between us becomes gender-
less. That’s never happened to me. It’s fantastic.

Many more differences were observed among men and women than between 
them.

Most participants, regardless of  sex, touched on all of  the major compo-
nents of  magnificent sex. Great sex did not mean “great orgasms” for men 
and “great relationships” for women. Both men and women talked about 
exploration; both men and women talked about the spiritual component of  
optimal sexual experiences; both men and women talked about having sex in 
a committed relationship; both men and women talked about having sex with 
friends/play partners. In terms of  the contributors to magnificent sex, each 
person’s route up the mountain was unique. Men did not focus on skills, tech-
nique and variety; women did not focus on the relational contributors. Again, 
research team members could not distinguish between interviews conducted 
with men versus interviews with women.

Presumed differences between the sexual experiences of  men and women 
such as men’s higher desire for sex, men’s emphasis on the genitals and orgasm 
and women’s emphasis on the relationship did not appear in studying optimal 
sexual experience (Kleinplatz, Ménard, Paradis et al., 2013).

Although the research team had difficulty distinguishing the transcripts 
of  those individuals recruited on the basis of  their age and experience from 
those recruited on the basis of  their inclusion in a marginalized group, they 
could reliably identify those interview transcripts belonging to sex therapists. 
When we asked our team members what led them to remark, “Oh no! Not 
another sex therapist!” – and indeed, they were correct about the origin of  
these transcripts in every instance – they opined that these transcripts were 
distinctive: The sex therapist interviewees believed that great sex fades after 
the first couple of  years of  the relationship; they focused on the need for nor-
mal sexual functioning in order to have sex at all; and they rarely mentioned 
the importance of  playfulness for optimal sexual experience. In summary, as 
we wrote in our 2013 article:

Strikingly, the descriptions of  optimal sexuality were nearly uni-
versally identical among the first two participant groups; that is, 
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across men and women, older married people, and lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and transgender (LGBTQ) or ‘kinky’ participants; how-
ever, the sex therapists were conspicuous outliers. Even though 
five raters in the research team were blind as to the demographic 
characteristics of  the participants, raters consistently and accu-
rately detected the sex therapists’ transcripts and conceptions as 
undeniably and markedly different.

Lessons from Extraordinary Lovers: Re-visioning 
Sexuality

What stands out here is that myths surrounding “great sex” are not only 
erroneous but that the reality as described by extraordinary lovers is more 
inspiring. Optimal sexual experiences can be found among a wide array of  
individuals and lovers. However, approaching the capacity for magnificent sex 
will require discarding many of  the constricting fallacies that are still being 
perpetuated. That may require adjusting our mindsets but will open the 
expanse of  possibilities for magnificent sex to many more of  us.


