Virgin Island explores groundbreaking therapy to tackle sex recession and intimacy fears

[image: ]
The new Channel 4 series Virgin Island aims to navigate the delicate terrains of intimacy, self-confidence, and sexuality through the lens of a therapeutic retreat. Set on a picturesque Croatian island, the programme invites twelve adults—dubbed ‘the virgins’—to confront their anxieties surrounding sex and touch, culminating in a unique form of therapy that has sparked considerable discussion and debate.
Participants in the show arrive with a variety of issues, including deep-seated insecurity, bullying experiences, and general apprehension about physical intimacy. These struggles are not isolated; they reflect a broader trend often referred to as the "sex recession." A study conducted by University College London revealed that one in eight 26-year-olds in England had not engaged in sexual activity, despite a culture saturated with sexual imagery thanks to social media and platforms like OnlyFans.
At the heart of Virgin Island is a group of licensed sex therapists, including sexual surrogates who employ “hands-on” methods to facilitate healing and intimacy. This approach raises ethical questions, as the traditional client-therapist relationship discourages physical intimacy for various reasons, including the potential for exploitative dynamics. Sexual surrogacy diverges from this norm by incorporating touch and sexual experiences as therapeutic tools, specifically aimed at clients who are often unable to engage in sexual contact due to trauma, anxiety, or other underlying issues.
Vincent Armand, a sexual surrogate with two decades of experience, describes his role as one that goes beyond mere sexual service. "I work a lot with what I call the ‘novice and nervous’—people who are very fearful, or who haven’t had the experience to try something they want in a safe environment," he explains. As a former psychiatric nurse, Armand bridges the gap between mental health and sexual health, a connection that is vital when addressing clients' fears and sensitivities. He emphasises a nurturing approach, stating, "Sometimes the work I do amounts to no more than handholding."
While the concept of sexual surrogacy has gained some mainstream recognition—partly due to films like The Sessions, which dramatise the therapeutic process through surrogate partners—the legal and ethical landscape remains complex. In the UK, sexual surrogacy is not illegal, but professional organisations such as the College of Sexual and Relationship Therapists advise against it, citing concerns over consent, boundaries, and the therapeutic relationship's integrity.
The programme attempts to showcase the gentle progress that can be made in a therapeutic setting, yet the fast-paced nature of television inevitably creates a different dynamic. Despite the show's constraints, the core idea remains: fostering a safe space where those with limited experiences can find healing through intimacy. As one participant aptly noted, watching the therapy unfold is akin to experiencing an excruciatingly awkward sex scene with one’s parents.
The discussion surrounding Virgin Island and sexual surrogacy is layered with societal implications, particularly regarding individuals with disabilities. Many of Armand's clients include those who are disabled and seek assistance to experience intimacy, reinforcing the perspective that sexual health is a fundamental human right. The TLC Trust, an organisation that helps disabled individuals access sexual services, underscores the need for responsible practice in this sensitive area.
As the participants of Virgin Island engage in their journey—working towards comfort with sexual intimacy—viewers are left pondering the lasting impact of such experiences. Will this new form of therapy provide them the tools to navigate intimacy in their futures? The unfolding narrative aims to reveal not just the struggles faced by these individuals, but also the transformative potential of fully-fledged, compassionate care in the sexual realm. 
Though the series confronts uncomfortable realities, it also invites broader questions about relationships, consent, and the many ways society understands intimacy as it continues to evolve. 
As the social backdrop shifts, viewers remain curious about the long-term effects of this unprecedented approach to healing and intimacy, both on screen and beyond.
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