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P = Permission
LI = Limited Information
SS = Specific Suggestions

T = Intensive Therapy






	

	

	In 1974, the American psychologist Jack Annon (1929-2005) developed a simple model illustrating the fact that most people with sexual problems do not need an intensive course of therapy. He used the acronym PLISSIT for four basic forms of sex therapy: Permission, Limited Information, Specific Suggestions, and Intensive Therapy.  Each successive level is designed to provide increasingly deeper levels of treatment.  (The expanded version includes reflection at each level.)


Permission.  Since many sexual problems are caused by anxiety, guilt feelings, or inhibitions, it follows that therapists, using their professional authority, can simply "give permission" to do what the client is already doing, thereby alleviating much unnecessary suffering. (Example: Guilt feelings and anxiety because of masturbation.)  The idea is for the therapist to reassure clients that their behaviors, thoughts, feelings, fantasies are normal, as long as the behaviors, of course, do not negatively impact the other person. 
Limited Information.  At this level the therapist may give clients correct anatomical and physiological information sufficient to improve or restore their sexual functioning.  It is not uncommon that clients have erroneous notions about the functioning of their own body and thus fall victim to unrealistic expectations.  In such cases little more than factual information and education are necessary.  Or, still at this level of intervention, the therapist may provide information regarding the client’s concerns about the sexual response cycle, size of one’s penis, sexuality and aging, clitoral response, orgasmic responses, effects medication might have on sexual activity, etc.  
Specific Suggestions.  The third stage, specific suggestions, is comprised of homework assignments such as the use of the stop/start technique for rapid ejaculation, masturbation exercises for women who haven’t yet experienced an orgasm, communication exercises for couples to get them starting to talk about sex, or techniques to reduce anxiety.  Specific Suggestions are practical hints or exercises tailored to the individual case.  The pleasuring exercises (“Sensate Focus”) developed by Masters and Johnson belong in this category.
Intensive Therapy.  The final phase, intensive therapy, is required when the first three phases do not resolve the sexual problems, and this is where the services of a specialist in sex therapy might be helpful.  This is where the sex therapist addresses complex underlying causes, in addition to the simpler behavioral approaches previously described.  Jack Annon was convinced, however, that these cases are relatively rare.
Thus, the whole PLISSIT model represents “a graduated system of therapeutic sieves,” in which the easy cases are caught and eliminated first, while the more difficult cases sink to the bottom in steadily diminishing numbers. Thus, Annon's pragmatic model is a useful reminder for all therapists and their clients that not every sexual problem requires the whole therapeutic arsenal.  (Recent adaptations of PLISSIT include reflection at each level.)
	

	

	


