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An increasing number of people across the Western world 
are living into old age, with their sexual rights often still 
neglected or unrecognized (Slagsvold and Strand 2005). 
An expressed goal of the World Health Organization is to 
increase sexual health and well-being among the aging pop-
ulation (http://www.who.int/repro​ducti​vehea​lth/publi​catio​
ns/sexua​l_healt​h/rhr_hrp_10_22/en/). Sexual well-being 
is a component of general satisfaction with life and well-
being, and the World Association of Sexual Health’s Dec-
laration of Sexual Rights (http://www.world​sexol​ogy.org/
resou​rces/decla​ratio​n-of-sexua​l-right​s/) stated that being a 
sexual being throughout the life span should be considered 
a fundamental human right. New generations of older adults 
are likely to place a higher value on their sexual health and 
rights than previous generations, and society should pre-
pare for this change (Schmidt and Matthiesen 2003; Slags-
vold and Strand 2005). This demands new approaches to 
health prevention and health care. The new generation of 
older adults is likely to hold a different mentality toward 
sexuality from that of previous generations (Schmidt and 
Matthiesen 2003), as well as different gender roles. It should 
also be noted that the new generations of aging adults may 
also face greater social expectations about remaining sexu-
ally active and normative imperatives linking quality of life 
and sexual vitality.

Quality of life has been a key concept within aging 
research for decades and emphasizes dimensions such as 
life satisfaction, social engagement, a positive outlook, good 
health, self-worth, subjective well-being, happiness, self-
efficacy or sense of control, autonomy and independence. 
Accordingly, quality of life is seen as a dynamic, life course 
process whereby earlier life experiences facilitate growth 

and coping with circumstances in later life, which in turn 
contribute to maintaining well-being in old age.

It is interesting that quality of life to a little extent has 
been linked with sexual aspects of aging, despite evidence 
that sexuality is linked to indicators of quality of life. 
Research from mostly Western countries consistently dem-
onstrates that the majority of older adults are sexually active 
and sexually satisfied, and that sexual activity and intimacy 
play a role in their life satisfaction and psychological well-
being (Flynn and Gow 2015; Graf and Patrick 2014; Lee 
et al. 2016; Lindau and Gavrilova 2010; Orr et al. 2017; 
Smith et al. 2018; Træen et al. 2017a, b, 2018a).

Good health is shown to be a significant predictor of 
maintaining sexual interest and enjoyment among partnered 
60–75-year-olds in four European countries (Træen et al. 
2018b). In the same study, health, own and the partner’s sex-
ual function were highly predictive of partnered sexual activ-
ity (Fischer et al. 2018). Among both genders and across 
countries, there was a high prevalence of sexual problems 
lasting 3 months or longer, but most men and women with 
sexual problems experienced little to mild distress about 
their problems (Graham et al. 2019; Hald et al. 2019). This 
study found marked cross-cultural differences in reported 
distress about sexual problems, with Portuguese men and 
women reporting significantly more distress compared with 
Northern European men and women.

Sexual culture and its related system of gender roles are 
likely to influence the extent to which men and women feel 
free to express themselves sexually, and are able to negotiate 
or influence social policies toward treatments or resources 
that improve sexual health and enhance sexual well-being 
in older adulthood (e.g., the availability and costs of sex 
therapy and of medications for erectile dysfunction). Older 
adults are influenced by the sexual cultures of their upbring-
ing. While sex was a taboo topic during the first half of the 
twentieth century, many older adults have grown up through 
periods of rapid social change and therefore lived through 
the arrival of the oral contraceptive pill, second wave of 
feminism and activism for gay rights. This cohort experi-
ence likely influences older adults’ views about sexuality and 
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quality of life. This influence is particularly important with 
regard to contextualizing the sexuality/quality of life rela-
tionship in couples, highlighting cultural and policy-related 
differences between European regions and discussing their 
societal challenges and implications for quality of life.

Within heterosexual older couples, gender-specific differ-
ences in partner effects must be considered in a life course 
perspective, with attention to traditional gender role sociali-
zation and social regulation of sexuality which was common 
at the time the older adults were young adults (Francoeur and 
Noonan 2004; Herzog 2011). The traditional female gender 
role is associated with greater emotionality, and expressing 
emotional affairs is regarded as mostly women’s responsibil-
ity, whereas men traditionally are expected to control their 
feelings (Brody and Hall 2008; Fahs and Swank 2016). Even 
so, older men’s reports of intimacy have been shown to be 
predictive of the other partner’s sexual satisfaction (Stul-
hofer et al. 2018, 2019). It could be that male emotional 
intimacy may be valued highly precisely because, at least 
in its expression, it is less frequent than female emotional 
intimacy. Also, partner variables, including intimacy, seem 
more systematically related to female than male sexuality, 
even on a daily basis (Dewitte and Mayer 2018), although it 
is unclear to what extent this applies to different age-groups. 
Differences in gender roles may result in differences in 
power balance within the heterosexual couple.

A particularly challenging situation for sexual expres-
sion and maintenance of sexual rights in older age is the 
case of people living in an institutional setting. Although 
only few residents are sexually active, many older people 
living in care homes see themselves as sexual beings with 
sexual needs (Bauer et al. 2013), and sexual situations are 
not infrequent in that kind of institutions (Villar et al. 2019). 
Despite this, the sexual dimension of older people living in 
care homes is often neglected, treated by staff as a problem 
or as a potential source of conflict (Tarzia et al. 2012; Villar 
et al. 2014). Such difficulties also intersect with variables 
such as cognitive status or sexual orientation, increasing the 
difficulties or certain collectives to exert sexual rights. In the 
case of people living with dementia, staff frequently opt to 
minimize risks and preclude any sexual expression as a way 
of protecting them from abuse or interpret their expressions 
of sexuality in dementia as a symptom of disease, not as a 
need or as a right to preserve (Villar et al. 2018). Similarly, 
non-heterosexual older people living in long-term care suf-
fer discrimination by peers and sometimes by staff, leading 
many of them to hide their sexual orientation to avoid further 
segregation (Simpson et al. 2018; Villar et al. 2015).

It is likely that new generations of adults want to be pre-
pared to deal with all spheres of the aging process. We need 
insight into the social and clinical implications of sexual 
well-being in order to help adults to prepare for aging, and 
this should begin early, in an individual’s forties. Sexuality is 

part of aging well, and an understanding of what older adults 
perceive to be part of their quality of life can help us to direct 
appropriate support and resources. By considering sexual 
activity and intimacy within a framework of quality of life, 
we address these as normal parts of the life course and thus 
move away from sexual activities and feelings being stigma-
tized and the suboptimal health that can occur as a result.

This special issue of the European Journal of Ageing sets 
focus on sexual well-being in older adults across Europe. A 
cross-sectional survey with probability samples of the popu-
lation aged 60–75 years of Norway, Denmark, Belgium and 
Portugal was used in five of the articles in this issue. The 
researchers planned for this project, which aimed at studying 
the sexual well-being of older adults, on Lopud, a beautiful 
island outside Dubrovnik in Croatia. To begin with, Stul-
hofer et al. investigated the association between emotional 
intimacy and sexual well-being in older couples. An impor-
tant finding from this study was that the reported intimacy 
levels of male partners predicted the female partner’s sexual 
well-being, but not vice versa. It is well documented that 
sexual activity and function are important factors for sexual 
well-being (Træen et al. 2017a, b). The article by Fischer 
et al. presents results that there is support for a conceptual 
model that assumes the following causal direction: Partnered 
older adults who perceive a discrepancy between their own 
interest in sex and that of their partners will have a reduced 
level of intercourse activity and will tend to feel less emo-
tionally connected during sex. This, in turn, diminishes their 
sexual satisfaction. Kvalem et al. examine how appearance 
dissatisfaction is related to sexual satisfaction in partnered 
seniors. Appearance dissatisfaction was higher in Belgian 
and Portuguese women and in Portuguese men. Interest-
ingly, appearance dissatisfaction was associated with sexual 
satisfaction for Norwegian and Danish women and men and 
Belgian men. Thus, dissatisfaction with appearance appears 
to be an equally important aspect of sexual satisfaction in 
older as in younger adults. The article by Carvalheira et al. 
devotes attention to the motives for sexual avoidance. The 
main reasons for avoiding sex were having sexual difficul-
ties and health problems, partner’s sexual difficulties and 
lack of sexual interest. There are also gender differences in 
sexual avoidance. In men, health-related factors were more 
strongly associated with sexual avoidance than relationship 
factors. In women, relationship factors were as important 
as health-related factors. Older adults often face barriers to 
seeking and receiving help for sexual difficulties. Hinch-
liff et al.’s article presents results that can be of importance 
for the delivery of services for older adults who experience 
sexual difficulties. The findings show that even though many 
older adults have sexual difficulties, they are not particularly 
distressed by the symptoms and expect that the difficulty 
will clear up on its own. This may explain why so few had 
sought help for the difficulties. Finally, Villar et al.’s study is 
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focused on sexuality in institutional settings. Using a sample 
of more than 2000 professionals working in Spanish long-
term care facilities, it explores to what extent they perceive 
older residents as still having sexual needs, and how they 
think care in relation to sexual issues could be improved. 
Although a broad range of measures to improve care are 
mentioned, most participants did not see sexual needs as 
being present in many (or even any) older people living in a 
long-term care facility. Work position had a strong influence 
on responses: In comparison with care assistants, manag-
ers and technical staff were more likely to recognize sexual 
needs among residents, perceived a greater need for staff 
training and proposed more ambitious and far-reaching 
measures to improve care.

References

Bauer M, Fetherstonhaugh D, Tarzia L, Nay R, Wellman D, Beat-
tie E (2013) I always look under the bed for a man. Needs and 
barriers to the expression of sexuality in residential aged care: 
the views of residents with and without dementia. Psychol Sex 
4(3):296–309. https​://doi.org/10.1080/19419​899.2012.71386​9

Brody LR, Hall JA (2008) Gender and emotion in context. In: Lewis 
M, Haviland-Jones JM, Feldman Barrett L (eds) Handbook of 
emotions, 3rd edn. The Guilford Press, New York, pp 395–408

Dewitte M, Mayer A (2018) Exploring the link between daily rela-
tionship quality, sexual desire, and sexual activity in couples. 
Arch Sex Behav. https​://doi.org/10.1007/s1050​8-018-1175-x

Fahs B, Swank E (2016) The other third shift?: women’s emotion 
work in their sexual relationships. Fem Form 28:46–69. https​
://doi.org/10.1353/ff.2016.0043

Fischer N, Træen B, Hald GM (2018) Predicting partnered sexual 
activity among older adults in four European countries: the role 
of attitudes, health and relationship factors. Sex Relation Ther. 
https​://doi.org/10.1080/14681​994.2018.14685​60

Flynn TJ, Gow AJ (2015) Examining associations between sexual 
behaviours and quality of life in older adults. Age Ageing 
44(5):823–828

Francoeur RT, Noonan RJ (2004) The continuum complete interna-
tional encyclopedia of sexuality. Continuum, New York

Graf AS, Patrick JH (2014) The influence of sexual attitudes on 
mid- to late-life sexual well-being: age, not gender, as a sali-
ent factor. Int J Aging Hum Develop 79(1):55–79. https​://doi.
org/10.2190/ag.79.1.c

Graham C, Štulhofer A, Lange T, Hald GM, Carvalheira AA, Enzlin 
P, Træen B (2019) Prevalence of sexual problems and associ-
ated distress in aging women across four European countries. 
(submitted)

Hald GM, Graham C, Štulhofer A, Carvalheira AA, Janssen E, Træen 
B (2019) Prevalence of sexual problems and associated distress 
in aging men across four European countries. J Sex Med. https​
://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsxm.2019.04.017

Herzog D (2011) Sexuality in Europe: a twentieth-century history. 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge

Lee DM, Nazroo J, O’Connor DB, Blake M, Pendleton N (2016) 
Sexual health and well-being among older men and women in 
England: findings from the english longitudinal study of ageing. 
Arch Sex Behav 45(1):133–144

Lindau ST, Gavrilova N (2010) Sex, health, and years of sexu-
ally active life gained due to good health: evidence from two 
US population based cross sectional surveys of ageing. BMJ 
340:810. https​://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.c810

Orr J, Layte R, O’Leary N (2017) Sexual activity and relationship 
quality in middle and older age: findings from the Irish longitu-
dinal study on ageing (TILDA). Psychol ScieSoc Sci, J Geront 
Series B. https​://doi.org/10.1093/geron​b/gbx03​8

Schmidt G, Matthiesen S (2003) Spätmoderne 60-Jährige Late-mod-
ern 60 Year olds. In: Forum R (ed) Alter und sexualität (Age 
and Sexuality). BzgA (Federal Centre for Health Education) 
FORUM, Frankfurt, pp 16–24

Simpson P, Almack K, Walthery P (2018) We treat them all the 
same’: the attitudes, knowledge and practices of staff concern-
ing old/er lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans residents in care 
homes. Ageing Soc 38(5):869–899. https​://doi.org/10.1017/
S0144​686X1​60013​2X

Slagsvold B, Strand NP (2005) Morgendagens eldre—blir de mer 
kravstore og mindre beskjedne? [Tomorrow’s older adults –are 
they becoming more demanding and less modest? In: Slagsvold 
B, Solem EP (Eds.) Morgendagens eldre. En sammenligning av 
verdier, holdninger og atferd blant dagens middelaldrende og 
eldre. NOVA report no 11, Oslo

Smith L, Yang L, Veronese N, Soysal P, Stubbs B, Jackson SE 
(2018) Sexual activity is associated with greater enjoyment 
of life in older adults. J Sex Med. https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.
exm.2018.11.001

Stulhofer A, Jurin T, Graham C, Enzlin P, Træen B (2018) Sexual 
well-being in older men and women: construction and valida-
tion of a multi-dimensional measure in four European countries. 
J Happiness Stud. https​://doi.org/10.1007/s1090​2-018-0049-1

Stulhofer A, Hinchliff S, Jurin T, Carvalheira AA, Træen B (2019) 
Successful aging, change in sexual interest and sexual satisfac-
tion in couples from four European countries. Euro J Age. https​
://doi.org/10.1007/s1043​3-018-0492-1

Tarzia L, Fetherstonhaugh D, Bauer M (2012) Dementia, sexuality 
and consent in residential aged care facilities. J Med Ethics 
38(10):609–613. https​://doi.org/10.1136/medet​hics-2011-10045​
3

Træen B, Carvalheira AA, Kvalem IL, Štulhofer A, Janssen E, Gra-
ham C, Hald GM, Enzlin P (2017a) An overview of the litera-
ture on sexuality in older adults (65 +), part 2: body image and 
sexual satisfaction. Int J Sex Health 29(1):11–21. https​://doi.
org/10.1080/19317​611.2016.12270​12

Træen B, Hald GM, Graham C, Enzlin P, Janssen E, Kvalem IL, 
Carvalheira AA, Štulhofer A (2017b) An overview of the lit-
erature on sexuality in older adults (65 +), part 1: sexual func-
tion and its difficulties. Int J Sex Health 29(1):1–10. https​://doi.
org/10.1080/19317​611.2016.12242​86

Træen B, Stulhofer A, Janssen E, Carvalheira AA, Hald GM, Lange 
T, Graham C (2018a) Sexual activity and sexual satisfaction 
among older adults in four European countries. Arch Sex Behav 
48(3):815–829. https​://doi.org/10.1007/s1050​8-018-1256-x

Træen B, Stulhofer A, Jurin T, Hald GM (2018b) Seventy-five years 
old and still going strong: stability and change in sexual inter-
est and sexual enjoyment in men and women across Europe. 
Int J Sex Health 30(4):323–336. https​://doi.org/10.1080/19317​
611.2018.14727​04

Villar F, Celdrán M, Fabà J, Serrat R (2014) Barriers to sexual 
expression in residential aged care facilities (RACF s): compari-
son of staff and residents’ views. J Adv Nurs 70(11):2518–2527. 
https​://doi.org/10.1111/jan.12398​

Villar F, Serrat R, Fabà J, Celdrán M (2015) As long as they keep 
away from me: attitudes toward non-heterosexual sexual orien-
tation among residents living in Spanish residential aged care 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19419899.2012.713869
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-018-1175-x
https://doi.org/10.1353/ff.2016.0043
https://doi.org/10.1353/ff.2016.0043
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681994.2018.1468560
https://doi.org/10.2190/ag.79.1.c
https://doi.org/10.2190/ag.79.1.c
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsxm.2019.04.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsxm.2019.04.017
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.c810
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbx038
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X1600132X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X1600132X
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exm.2018.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exm.2018.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-018-0049-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10433-018-0492-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10433-018-0492-1
https://doi.org/10.1136/medethics-2011-100453
https://doi.org/10.1136/medethics-2011-100453
https://doi.org/10.1080/19317611.2016.1227012
https://doi.org/10.1080/19317611.2016.1227012
https://doi.org/10.1080/19317611.2016.1224286
https://doi.org/10.1080/19317611.2016.1224286
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-018-1256-x
https://doi.org/10.1080/19317611.2018.1472704
https://doi.org/10.1080/19317611.2018.1472704
https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.12398


138	 European Journal of Ageing (2020) 17:135–138

1 3

facilities. Gerontol 55(6):1006–1014. https​://doi.org/10.1093/
geron​t/gnt15​0

Villar F, Celdrán M, Serrat R, Fabà J, Martínez T (2018) Staff’s 
reactions towards partnered sexual expressions involving people 
with dementia living in long-term care facilities. J Adv Nurs 
74(5):1189–1198. https​://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13518​

Villar F, Celdrán M, Serrat R, Fabà J, Genover M, Martínez T (2019) 
Sexual situations in spanish long-term care facilities: which ones 

cause the most discomfort to staff? Sex Res Soc Pol. https​://doi.
org/10.1007/s1317​8-018-0346-9

Publisher’s Note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to 
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnt150
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnt150
https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13518
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-018-0346-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-018-0346-9

	Sexual well-being is part of aging well
	References




