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/ Sexuality and stoma
care

Barbara Borwell

The aim of this chapter is to educate nurses on the effects stoma surgery
may have on a person’s sexuality.

DEFINITION OF SEXUALITY

Human sexuality is a complex issue and plays an important and integral
part in our personalities, woven into the physical, social, psychological,
cultural and spiritual aspects of our lives, and having an influence on
every individual. Sexuality or sexual health has been defined by the World
Health Organisation (1975) as ‘the integration of the somatic, emotional,
intellectual and social aspects of sexual being in ways that are positively
enriching and that enhance personality, communication and love’.
Sexuality is more than the act of sex; it is concerned with relationships and
feelings about oneself and others. These in turn have an effect on self-
esteem and self-worth. Sexual activity like any other lifestyle activity is
variable; knowledge of the degree and desire for sexual activity is an
important indicator for consideration when undertaking the initial
nursing assessment.

Major changes in sexual role and function are experienced by patients who
have undergone stoma surgery, in spite of the sphincter saving surgical
techniques and moves towards continent procedures. Although many
patients are effectively treated, sexual functioning morbidity remains a
probable area of life disruption. Patients with a stoma have not only lost
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the means of normal elimination but, in addition, are left with abdominal
scars and a protruding appendage on their abdomen. These threats, which
can have a devastating effect on the mind as well as the body, varying with
intensity and duration, are now recognised in nursing as quality of life
issues.

For nurses to understand and recognise any changes in an individual’s
sexual role and function it is necessary to be familiar with the anatomy and
physiology of the male and female reproductive organs, and have an
awareness of those body parts which are potential sources of sexual
pleasure.

FEMALE ANATOMY

External genitalia is the collective name for the vulva and includes the
outer lips (labia majora), inner lips (labia minora), clitoris and vaginal
orifice. These lie within the pelvic region. The urethra and anus are
associated structures.

The introitus, or vaginal orifice, forms the entrance to the vagina and lies
between the urethral opening and the anus. Inside the vagina and partly
covering the opening lies a fine membrane known as the hymen.

The clitoris, which corresponds to the penis in the male as a source of
sexual sensations, is about the size of a pea, and consists of elongated
structures of erectile tissue attached to the pelvic bone. It lies at the top of
the vulva, above the urethra opening, covered by a hood-like structure,
which forms part of the labia. The glans clitoris, which is covered with a
cap of skin, is made up of highly sensitive, vascular tissue.

The labia majora are two large folds of skin, filled with fibrous tissue and
fat. Lying between the labia majora are two further thin folds of skin which
are the labia minora. Together they form a boundary to the vulva, offering
protection to the genitalia. Anteriorly they divide around the clitoris to
form the prepuce and frenulum; posteriorly, the two are fused together to
form the fouchette. The urethral and vaginal orifices are situated in the
vestibule, which is the space adjacent to the labia minora.

Internal genitalia is the collective name given to the vagina, cervix, uterus,
ovaries and Fallopian tubes.

The vagina is a hollow fibromuscular tube attaching the vulva to the
uterus. It is this space which receives the penis in copulation. Lined with
mucus membrane it is mainly without nerve endings and does not contain
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any glands. There is a proposed region in the front wall of the vagina, the
Grafenberg spot or ‘G’ spot which is thought to have a high degree of
erotic sensitivity. During sexual arousal, secretions that do occur are from
the greater vestibular or cervical glands situated near the vaginal orifice.
The vagina maintains a pH between 4.9 and 3.5 to minimise infection
being introduced from the perineum, the hairless area of skin between the
vagina and anus.

The uterus, a pear shaped hollow muscular organ, is situated in the pelvic
cavity lying between the bladder and rectum. The flattened body of the
uterus is situated over the bladder, with the neck of uterus connecting to
the cervix, which protrudes through the anterior wall of the vagina,
opening into the external Os. Anatomically the uterus consists of three
layers: the outer wall — the perimetrium; a middle or muscular layer — the
myometrium; and an inner layer or lining - the endometrium. Oestrogen
and progesterone hormones secreted by the endocrine system are
responsible for changes which occur in the endometrium during the
menstrual cycle.

The two ovaries situated on either side of the uterus in the lower abdomen
are the female sex glands that store ova and, in the menstrual cycle,
produce hormones. Ova are conveyed by peristalsis down the Fallopian
tubes, which are situated on either side of the ovary, into the uterus.

The female genital area receives its arterial blood supply from branches of
the internal pudendal arteries, which branch from the external pudendal
arteries maintained from the external iliac arteries. A network formed from
branches of the uterine and vaginal arteries service the vagina. A large
venous network connects into the internal iliac vein providing venous
drainage to the area. Superficial and deep vaginal glands are responsible
for lymph drainage from the vulva and vagina. The autonomic nervous
system supplies the uterus and vagina, whereas the genitalia are supplied
via the pudendal nerve (Gregory, 1997).
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Fig 7.1 Female reproductive system

MALE ANATOMY

The external male genital organs are more visible and consist of the penis
and scrotum, which contain further sub-structures.

Formation of the penis is primarily by three parallel cylinders, root and
body is by the corpora cavernosa, a pair of cylinders made from tough
fibrous tissue, and the tunica albuginea, filled with erectile tissue, which
fills with blood during erection. The mechanism for erection is dependent
on the structure of this tissue (Bancroft, 1989). The corpora cavernosa
extend laterally into the body of the penis where they are attached to the
pelvic bone. The corpus spongiosum lies along the underside of the penis
between the corpora cavernosa, and contains the urethra, expanding at the
distal end into a triangular tip, to form the glans penis. In uncircumcised
males the prepuce or foreskin covers this. Blood supply is via branches of
the internal pudendal arteries that feed into the deep, dorsal and bulbar
arteries of the penis. Networks of veins drain blood into the internal iliac
and pudendal veins. The autonomic and somatic nerves supply the penis.

113




Stoma Care in the Community

Stimulation of the penis by the parasympathetic nerves will lead to blood
engorgement and erection.

The scrotum is a superficial pouch of skin and muscles divided into two
compartments, each containing a testis or male sex organ, which are
responsible for the secretion of spermatozoa. During foetal development
the testes descend from the abdominal cavity into the scrotum. This cooler
environment is essential for normal spermatogenesis. Testes are
suspended in the scrotum by the spermatic cord. Contained also in the
scrotum is the epididymis, a convoluted tube some seven metres long.
Maturity of spermatozoa occurs within the epididymis, whereby
spermatozoa are either stored or reabsorbed. The epididymis leaves the
testes to form the vas deferens. Contained within the vas deferens are the
spermatic cord, testicular artery, testicular venous plexus and lymph
vessels that maintain the testes via the spermatic cord.
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orgasm and the ability to regain an erection may be a few minutes in a
healthy young male; for an elderly person it may be several hours or days.

Male arousal

Masters et al (1995) propose a four stage model which currently appears
acceptable and, although physiological responses are not so separable,
does assist with the identification and diagnosis of erectile problems. The
four stages are:

« excitement

o

»  plateau

'
L4

orgasm

resolution

4

Currently there are still some misunderstandings on the precise
mechanism of how penile erection occurs. It is known that with
stimulation the arteries within the corpora cavernosa become relaxed
allowing an increase in the flow of blood into the cavernosal spaces.
Erection occurs when the penis becomes engorged with blood.
Contraction of the muscles surrounding the penis provides further
rigidity. To achieve and maintain an erection demands an intact autonomic
nervous system as four coordinating processes are involved: erection,
emission, ejaculation and detumescence.

Penile erection may also result from a psychological stimulus
(psychogenic erection) such as erotic fantasies or visual images. This
occurs via the sympathetic and parasympathetic nerves. Tactile
stimulation triggers a reflexogenic response initiated by the nerves which
lie in the fatty tissue within the side wall of the rectum, known as the
hypogastric plexus. Emission, which is the first stage of erection, is
controlled primarily by the parasympathetic nervous system. Ejaculation
occurs when the seminal fluid is propelled along the urethra and expelled
from the body. This is activated when closure of the bladder neck and
stimulation of the parasympathetic nerve cause rhythmic contraction of
the striated ischiocavernosa and bulbocavernosa muscles.

Abuild up of body tension, which is subsequently released, followed by a
feeling of intense pleasure, can usually be referred to as orgasm. Orgasm
may, however, be experienced without ejaculation or erection; it should
also be noted that ejaculation could occur without the penis becoming
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erect. Following orgasm, ejaculation is imminent, usually within 1-3
minutes.

The phase when the genitalia return to their pre-excitory state is described
as detumescence.

Female arousal

Women will undergo similar phases of physiological activity. The
excitement or desire phase is indicated by vascular engorgement and
swelling of the genital area, in particular the labia, in direct response to
stimulation. At the same time there are muscular contractions and
vasocongestion of the skin and genitalia, which can increase sensitivity to
other parts of the body, including the breasts. Vaginal lubrication occurs in
response to this process. The amount of vaginal lubrication is not an
indicator of the level in which a woman is aroused and cannot determine
that the woman is ready for male penetration of the penis. Lubrication
does, however, enable the penis to be inserted more easily and without
discomfort. This is then succeeded by the plateau phase where a levelling
of sexual tensions will occur necessary to trigger off orgasm, a total body
response with the tensions accumulated being discharged. Resolution or
final phase occurs in response to this maximum level of excitement with
the body returning to its former unaroused state.

EFFECTS OF MUTILATING SURGERY ON BODY
IMAGE AND SEXUALITY

Patients undergoing stoma formation face permanent changes to their
accepted body image, lifestyle and sexuality. Sexuality is integrally linked
to the concepts of body image, self-concept, self-esteem and self-worth.
Changes in physical appearance may make an individual feel less
attractive. These feelings can give rise to insecurity, lack of confidence and
being ‘out of control’; these, in turn, can be a threat to existing
relationships and friendships. Stoma surgery therefore has a profound
effect on the mind as well as the body. What is seen as a physical problem
will transpose into a psychological sequalae, which goes beyond the
ability to engage in sexual intercourse.
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