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Sexual Behavior in the Elderly

A review of sexual behavior in the 

United States.

Seidman & Rieder, Am J Psychiatry,1994.

Avis, J Gender Spec Med,2000.
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Epidemiology in the Elderly

 Little available data

 Mostly self-report format

 Not enough community based 

studies

 Focus on:

 Libido, potency, orgasm

 Frequency

 Satisfaction

 Dysfunction

 Attitudes
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Early Research

Kinsey et al, 1948-1953
Majority of subjects  between the ages of 16 – 25

Age-related decline in incidence and frequency of 

marital coitus

 Impotence is age-dependant

Women’s solitary activity does not decline till  65
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Early Research

The Duke Longitudinal Study, 1969
 502 white men and women

Ages between 46 and 71

At ALL ages men reported higher sexual interest

 Interest, enjoyment and frequency were related to:

 Men: age, present health

Women: marital status, education 
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The Massachusetts Male Aging Study 

(1)
Large (N=1,700), epidemiological, in-depth

Assessed relation of sexual functioning to health 

and physiological parameters

Cross-sectional, random, community dwelling

 Aged 40 to 70
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The Massachusetts Male Aging Study 

(2)
 Significant decline with age in frequency & desire

Age is Unrelated to satisfaction

 Impotence related to:
Age

Health

Adrenal androgens

Low score in domain of dominance
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Avis, 2000 Summary (1)

MEN

 Decline of sexual activity 

with age

 Primarily due to health 

factors and medications

WOMEN

 Decline of sexual activity 

with age

 Primary variable: 

functioning partner

 Cultural/societal 

influences on initiation of 

activity
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Avis, 2000 Summary (2)

 In general from age 35 

onward sexual interest is 

higher in men

 Reason: unknown

 Satisfaction with one’s 

sexual relationship does 

NOT appear age-related 

(accommodation, 

expectations)
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SEXUAL INTEREST

 Bretschneider & McCoy,1988. N=202, ages:80-102 

 Thomas,1991. N=46, ages=70-94

 Mulligan & Moss,1991. N=427, ages=30-99

 Padoani et al,2000. N=352, ages:65-105
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Correlates of Sexual Interest

 Emotional expressivity

 Regrets about the past

 Men are more interested

 Current income

 Past importance of sex

 Cognitive status
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Attitudes – The Israeli Experience (1)

Aizenberg et al,2001
 Pilot study

 Old-age home 

 Healthy, independent (N= 
31,mean age 78)

 Hierarchy of needs: sleep, 
memory, appetite, mood 
and sex 

 Score: 1=NOT important 
to 5=VERY important 
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Attitudes – The Israeli Experience (2)

 The majority (23/31) felt that 

sexuality should be openly discussed. 

 Twenty-one of 31 expressed 

willingness to receive medical 

consultation and treatment for sexual 

dysfunction as needed..

 The hierarchy of needs was rated by 

the participants (men and women 

respectively) as follows: Mood (4.4; 

4.3), Memory (4.2; 4.2), Sleep (3.8; 

3.9), Sex (3.5; 2.8) and Appetite (2.8; 

2.6).
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Conclusions

 Sexuality is still important for 

the elderly

 More so for men

 Health primarily affects men

 Partner primarily affects 

women

 Cognitive functioning is 

important

 We need to ASK more 



Sexual Health and Well-being Among Older Men and Women 

in England: 

Findings from the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing

Lee et al, Arch Sex Behav, 2015
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Introduction

• Human sexuality is a universal part of living but 
stereotypes of older people generally ignore the 
significance of sexual activity and fulfillment in 
relation to quality of life and emotional well-
being. 

• Studies from both the US andUK indicate that 
many older adults are engaged in intimate 
relationships and regard sexuality as an 
important part of life.
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The Need

• This lack of knowledge, together with the rapid 
aging of populations means that there is a need 
for nationally representative data describing 
how sexuality interrelates with the health and 
well-being of older adults.
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The Survey:

The English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA) 

• A representative survey of a cohort aged 50 to 90 
years, has gathered detailed longitudinal data since 
2002 on changes in health, economic, and social 
circumstances as people prepare for and move into 
retirement and old age.

• The latest wave of ELSA included a comprehensive 
SRA-Q (with versions specific for men and women) 
capturing information on sexual behaviors and 
activities,sexual attitudes, sexual function, sexual 
health concerns, and partnership satisfaction. 

Prof Y Barak

17



Participants

• The data were from Wave6 (2012/2013) of ELSA.
• A nationally representative panel survey of community-

dwelling men and women aged 50 years and older in England. 
• Data collection consisted of a face-to-face interview and self-

completion questionnaires. 
• A total of 10,601 individuals participated in Wave6,with 7,079 

(67 %) completing and returning the paper based SRA-Q. 
• This analysis was restricted to core ELSA members living in 

private households in England, excluding partners who were 
aged less than 50 (as they are not representative of the less 
than 50 age group), leaving 6,201 individuals in the final 
sample.
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Characteristics
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Results:

overview
• Overall, men reported more frequent sexual activity and 

thinking about sex more often than women at all ages.
• Among those who were sexually active (defined as ‘any 

sexual activity in the last year’), the frequency of sexual 
intercourse in the past month declined significantly with 
age. 
▫ However, among the sexually active oldest group (80+ 

years), 19% of men and 32% of women reported having 
frequent sexual intercourse, i.e., twice a month or more. 
 In addition, in this sexually active oldest group 49% of men and 

62% of women reported frequent kissing or petting, while 17% 
of men and 7% of women reported frequent masturbation.
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Concerns

• More frequent sexual intercourse was 
significantly associated with lower levels of 
overall concern and dissatisfaction in both men 
and women.

▫ For men, current erectile difficulties were 
consistently associated with higher levels of 
concerns and dissatisfaction with overall sex life 
and depression

▫ for women, difficulty becoming sexually aroused 
was only associated with higher levels of concern. 
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Concerns

• With respect to partnership factors, concerns 
about overall sex life in both men and women 
were associated with reported feelings of not 
initiating sex equally, i.e., specifically the male 
partner initiating sex. 

• Women were also more dissatisfied with their 
overall sex life and more likely to be depressed 
when reporting feeling obligated to have sex.
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Discussion

• These nationally representative data show that many 
older people, including those over the age of 80, 
continue to have active sex lives although the frequency 
of sexual activities declines with increasing age.

• A substantial number of sexually active men and women 
reported problems with their sexual health and the 
prevalence of these problems generally increased with 
age. 

• While a number of common chronic health conditions 
and poorer self rated general health were associated with 
decreased sexual activity and functioning, these 
relationships were more apparent among men as 
compared to women.
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Discussion (1)

• Overall, sexually active men were more concerned about 
their sexual activities and function than women and, 
with increasing age, these concerns tended to become 
more prevalent among men and less prevalent among 
women. 

• Furthermore, women appeared less dissatisfied with 
their overall sex life than men, and reported decreasing 
levels of dissatisfaction with increasing age. 

• Poorer sexual functioning and conflicting partnership 
factors were associated with an increased likelihood of 
reporting concerns about and dissatisfaction with overall 
sex life in both men and women.
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Discussion (2)

• We observed that with increasing age, higher 
proportions of men reported declines over the past year 
in levels of sexual desire, frequency of sexual activities, 
and erectile abilities. 

• In contrast, the proportion of women reporting declines 
over the past year in levels of sexual desire, frequency of  
sexual activities, and ability to become sexually aroused 
was relatively stable with increasing age. 

• While these questions were retrospective, the apparent 
‘acceleration’ in self-rated declines in sexual health with 
increasing age among men supports the view that men’s 
sexual activities and function are affected more by their 
own physical health problems as compared to women.

Prof Y Barak

34



Discussion (3)

• Feeling obligated to have sex and divergent sexual 
likes/dislikes were associated with increased 
concerns about overall sex life in men, while feeling 
obligated to have sex increased dissatisfaction with 
overall sex life and depression in women.

• Initiation of sex by the male partner appeared to 
increase levels of concern about overall sex life in 
both genders. 

• Overall, our findings in older adults support the 
view that greater partner agreement and a favorable 
balance of sexual exchanges are important 
correlates of higher sexual satisfaction and 
psychological well-being.
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Conclusions

• A sizable minority of older people in their 70s 
and 80s remain sexually active, although sexual 
problems are relatively prevalent. 

• Health professionals should be open to 
discussing sexual health concerns with older 
adults and proactive in offering treatment and 
counseling to maximize sexual health and well-
being.
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Thank you for your attention…
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