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Sex and Cardiovascular Disease?

Physiological: generalised 
endothelial dysfunction

Psychological: fear, anxiety and 
depression

Pharmacological: betablockers
and diuretics
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Clinical Interventions

• Lifestyle modifications (diet, physical activity, weight loss)

• Pharmacotherapy 

• Regaining sexual function may be important behaviour change 
motivator for patients (Gupta et al, 2011)
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AHA and ESC Guidelines

Sexual counselling describes an 
interaction between provider 
and patients where the provider 
provides information on sexual 
concerns and safe return to 
sexual activity, assessment, 
support, and specific advice 
related to psychological and 
sexual problems (Steinke et al., 
2013). 

Sexual Counselling
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AHA and ESC Guidelines



Trinity College Dublin, The University of Dublin

Does Sexual Counselling Happen?
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Does Sexual Counselling Happen?

• Sexual problems were common among patients attending cardiac 
rehabilitation

• For the majority of patients, discussion of sexual problems or 
concerns did not happen
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The Taboos

• Sex!

• Sex and the older person

• Male and female sexuality

• Sex outside of marriage 

• Masturbation

• Anal sex

• Ethnicity, religion, and culture
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The CHARMS Intervention

The CHARMS intervention is a complex, multilevel intervention designed 
to increase the provision of sexual counselling in cardiac rehabilitation, 
and improve sexuality-related outcomes for patients with cardiac 
disease.
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The CHARMS Intervention
1. The Staff Intervention
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The CHARMS Intervention
2. The Patient Booklet
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The CHARMS Intervention

2. The Patient Booklet

2. The Patient Booklet
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The CHARMS Intervention

• An educational session delivered to patients as a part of phase-III 
cardiac rehab (approx. 30 mins)

• Delivered by a staff member

• All patients and partners invited to attend

3. The Patient Intervention
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The CHARMS Intervention
4. The Awareness Raising Poster
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The Pilot Study

• Will the intervention be acceptable to 
staff members?

• Will the intervention be acceptable to 
patients?

• How could the intervention be 
improved?

• Will it be possible to evaluate the 
effectiveness of the intervention in an 
RCT?
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The Pilot Study

The CHARMS intervention was implemented in two cardiac 
rehabilitation centres beginning in April 2016
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The Pilot Study

• Staff members in both centres were asked to complete 
questionnaires at (3 time points), and to take part in semi-structured 
interviews (2 time points)

• Patients were asked to complete questionnaires (2 time points), and 
to take part in semi-structured interviews (2 time points)
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The Pilot Study

• Reactions to the staff intervention were positive:

• The training was very beneficial and I’m far more aware of it now. I’m 
far more aware of what I should do…before it was ‘go back to your 
GP’ and it was like ‘shoo’…Whereas now I'm more inclined to follow it 
up, say okay you have come to me with this let’s talk about it and try 
to make sure it’s followed up on. Like take the reins….So no, it has 
made a huge difference, its subtle but I think it’s significant.
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The Pilot Study

• Some staff were clear that they were going to continue with the 
CHARMS intervention, even when the research finished

• It is something I am going to keep going…the information is good, it 
goes across to the patients well and I’m definitely going to continue 
with it…no matter what happens with the research I wouldn’t go 
back, it has to continue...I’ll never not include it.
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The Pilot Study

• How receptive were patients to the intervention?

40%60%

Participation Rate

Participated Refused
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The Pilot Study

• Patient feedback about the need for the research was immediate:

• The study and discussion is absolutely applicable to those of us who 
have had heart/failure/surgery. Sexual activity is as important as 
breathing and a satisfactory healthy love life and sexual health is 
most applicable 
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The Pilot Study

• The directness of the patient intervention in talking about sexual 
matters was well-received:

• The presentation I think was well structured because it started off 
very general and then kind of opened up some of the more kind of 
salient points and it didn’t really shy away from too many things. 
That’s the way I kind of felt. That whoever had presented it had just 
said ok listen we’re all grown up here, let’s not try to use too many 
euphemisms, let’s just get in here and call a dog a dog...
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The Pilot Study

• One of the biggest benefits pointed out by patients was the 
realisation that they were not alone:

• You could say ‘yeah part of that’s me, glad now it’s up there, I’m not 
the only one suffering this' … Believe it or not, it does take a weight 
off your shoulders because you know you are not the only one
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The Pilot Study

• One the whole, patients just felt this was a normal and necessary 
part of rehab:

• Yes I do think it fits. Because it’s just one other aspect of having a 
coronary event. Now we’ve had a lecture of some sort after every 
exercise session. … So it fits in with all the rest of them. 
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Facing the Taboos
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The CHARMS Study
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The CHARMS Study
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