Psychologists warn Channel 4’s Virgin Island glamorises unproven surrogate sex therapy as public health risk
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Psychologists and mental health experts are deeply concerned about Channel 4's new reality programme, "Virgin Island," labelling it a "public health danger" due to its controversial approach to sex therapy. The show features twelve individuals, all of whom identify as virgins, venturing to a Croatian retreat in the hope of losing their virginity on camera. With the assistance of sexologists Dr. Danielle Harel and Celeste Hirschman, the participants are introduced to surrogate partners – a practice that has sparked significant ethical debate and concerns about its efficacy.
Surrogate-assisted sex therapy, initially developed in the 1970s by sex researchers William Masters and Virginia Johnson, was intended to help individuals with sexual dysfunction by using trained surrogates in therapeutic settings. The premise involves forming a triadic relationship among the client, the surrogate, and a supervising therapist, with the goal of alleviating issues like erectile dysfunction through guided physical intimacy. Despite its initial promise, the practice has faced criticism over the years for being unregulated and ethically ambiguous, often being positioned in a legal grey area across various countries.
Leading psychologists have expressed concern that the current portrayal of surrogate-assisted therapy in "Virgin Island" misrepresents its scientific validity. Professor Dean McKay, a respected figure within the psychological community, categorically denounced the method as pseudoscience, stating, "It is dangerous, given that an unsuspecting public would have no reason to think it wasn't scientific." He emphasised that such programmes distract from genuine therapeutic practices and prioritise entertainment over the psychological well-being of participants.
Despite the claims of therapeutic benefits, extensive scientific evidence supporting surrogate therapy remains elusive. While some individual cases have reported positive outcomes, many psychologists argue that these anecdotes cannot substitute for robust, controlled research. Dr. Jonathan Stea highlighted the dangers of vulnerable individuals, particularly those with trauma or PTSD, being drawn into ineffective treatments. “It’s very disconcerting to think that a person who has experienced sexual trauma could dangerously be duped into receiving something like surrogate-assisted sex therapy,” he noted.
Notably, while the Somatica Institute, co-founded by Harel and Hirschman, aims to teach intimacy and communication skills, it has publicly distanced itself from surrogate therapy. In fact, they assert that the methodologies used in "Virgin Island" do not align with their educational principles. This disavowal raises further questions about the ethics of broadcasting such relationships on television, with many experts agreeing that the motivations of producers can conflict with the therapeutic goals intended for participants. 
However, not all professionals view the show unfavourably. Some, like Dr. David Ley, contend that public discussions of sexuality can help reduce stigma and normalise seeking professional support for intimacy issues. He stated, “Coverage like this reduces stigma of talking about sex and normalises the practice of seeking professional support to improve one's sexuality." Yet, while this perspective acknowledges the potential for dialogue, it does not adequately address the ethical ramifications of broadcasting intimate experiences for entertainment.
Concerns extend beyond the therapy itself; the nature of airing such personal journeys raises issues about participant safety and well-being. While Channel 4 asserts that thorough psychological screenings and consent-based filming protocols were instituted, psychologists warn that such measures might not be sufficient to protect participants from potential emotional harm. Dr. Lori Beth Bisby raised critical points regarding the challenges participants may face, particularly in navigating the added stress of being filmed. This complicates the intended therapeutic environment, possibly undermining any benefits that the participants might gain from the experience.
As conversations continue about the implications of "Virgin Island," it is clear that the concerns surrounding surrogate-assisted therapy necessitate a nuanced exploration. While some voice optimism, many psychologists stand firmly against its unregulated use in media. This raises crucial questions about the ethical responsibilities of broadcasters and the impact of their programming on public perceptions of mental health and therapy.
In summary, the controversy surrounding Channel 4's "Virgin Island" encapsulates the broader debates within mental health about the legitimacy and ethics of surrogate-assisted sex therapy. Amidst a landscape where sensationalism often overshadows serious discussions, it is imperative to critically examine the potential implications of such programming on individuals who are often already vulnerable in their personal journeys.
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