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Theme: care processes and practices

Contribution to the field: Mapping findings related to the concept 
of sexuality in older people provides a basis for understanding the 
different behaviors that render this sexuality invisible, deny it, and 
limit its expression, highlighting the need for training healthcare 
professionals in this field of knowledge to develop interventions 
that comprehensively and inclusively address the dimensions sur-
rounding sexuality in older people and promote quality of life.
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Abstract

Introduction: Understanding the concept of sexuality in older people 
can facilitate the determination of expanded health care, since it is a 
human dimension that is still underestimated in relation to biological 
determinants. Objective: To map publications on the concept of sexu-
ality in older people in varying contexts. Materials and Methods: This 
is a scoping review, conducted between September and November 
2023, following the JBI method, using the PRISMA-ScR flowchart. The 
descriptors “aged,” “elderly,” “sexual health,” and “sexuality” were ap-
plied to primary studies with quantitative, qualitative, or mixed designs 
whose approach addressed the concept of sexuality in older people in 
varying contexts; without time limitation; published in Spanish, En-
glish, and Portuguese; available in full and online. Review studies were 
not included. The analysis was narrative and comparative synthesis of 
the included studies. Results: A total of 1,529 studies were identified, 
of which 731 were duplicates. Thus, 798 studies remained for analysis, of 
which 714 were excluded. Among the 84 studies read in full, 23 were 
included in this review. Conclusions: A minimized or non-existent un-
derstanding of sexuality in old age is evident in varying contexts. It is 
urgent to reflect on this issue to promote more inclusive and sensitive 
training in healthcare practices among professionals, to facilitate the 
provision of care for the sexuality of older people. The limitations of 
the study relate to the fragility of understanding the concept of sexuali-
ty in older people, beyond physiological aspects, as well as the absence 
of scientific publications that support health institutions and the train-
ing of teams in the implementation of daily care practices.

Keywords (Source: DeCS)
Sexuality; older adult; health care; concept formation; review.
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Resumen 

Introducción: Comprender el concepto de sexualidad de las perso-
nas mayores puede facilitar la determinación de una atención sanita-
ria ampliada, ya que es una dimensión humana que aún se encuentra 
infravalorada frente al determinante biológico. Objetivo: mapear 
publicaciones sobre el concepto de sexualidad de las personas ma-
yores en diferentes contextos. Materiales y métodos: revisión de 
alcance realizada entre septiembre y noviembre de 2023, según el 
método JBI, utilizando el diagrama de flujo PRISMA-ScR. Los des-
criptores aplicados fueron “aged”, “elderly”, “sexual health” y “sexua-
lity” para estudios primarios, con diseños cuantitativos, cualitativos 
o mixtos, cuyo abordaje contempló el concepto de sexualidad del 
adulto mayor en diferentes contextos; sin delimitación temporal; pu-
blicado en español, inglés y portugués; disponible en su totalidad y 
en línea. No se incluyeron los estudios de revisión. El análisis fue una 
síntesis narrativa y comparativa entre los estudios incluidos. Resul-
tados: Se identificaron un total de 1529 estudios, siendo 731 duplica-
dos. Se analizaron un total de 798 estudios, de los que se excluyeron 
714. Entre los 84 estudios leídos en su totalidad, 23 se incluyeron en 
la revisión. Conclusiones: Se percibe una comprensión minimizada 
o inexistente de la sexualidad en la vejez en diferentes realidades. 
Es urgente reflexionar sobre este tema, promoviendo la formación 
más inclusiva y sensible de las prácticas de salud entre los profe-
sionales, facilitando la indicación del cuidado de la sexualidad de 
los ancianos. Las limitaciones del estudio están relacionadas con 
la fragilidad de la comprensión del concepto de sexualidad de los 
ancianos, más allá de los aspectos fisiológicos, así como con la au-
sencia de producciones científicas que apoyen a las instituciones 
de salud y la formación de equipos en la conducción de las prácti-
cas de cuidado diario. 

Palabras clave (Fuente DeCS) 
Sexualidad; persona mayor; atención en salud; formación de 
concepto; revisión.

El concepto de sexualidad de las personas mayores: 
una revisión exploratoria
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O conceito de sexualidade da pessoa idosa: 
revisão de escopo

Resumo

Introdução: O entendimento do conceito de sexualidade da pes-
soa idosa pode facilitar a determinação dos cuidados ampliados 
em saúde, já que é uma dimensão humana ainda pouco valorizada 
diante do determinante biológico. Objetivo: mapear as publicações 
sobre o conceito de sexualidade da pessoa idosa em diferentes con-
textos. Materiais e métodos: revisão de escopo realizada entre se-
tembro e novembro de 2023, conforme o método JBI, utilizando-se 
o fluxograma PRISMA-ScR. Foram aplicados os descritores “aged”, 
“elderly”, “sexual health” e “sexuality” para estudos primários, com 
delineamentos quantitativo, qualitativo ou misto, cuja abordagem 
contemplasse o conceito de sexualidade da pessoa idosa em dife-
rentes contextos; sem delimitação temporal; publicados em espa-
nhol, inglês e português; disponíveis na íntegra e on-line. Não foram 
incluídos estudos de revisão. A análise foi narrativa e de síntese com-
parativa entre os estudos incluídos. Resultados: Identificaram-se 
1529 estudos, sendo 731 duplicados. Assim, restaram 798 estudos 
para análise, dos quais 714 foram excluídos. Entre os 84 estudos li-
dos na íntegra, 23 foram incluídos nesta revisão. Conclusões: Perce-
be-se um entendimento minimizado ou inexistente da sexualidade 
na velhice, em diferentes realidades. É urgente a reflexão sobre essa 
temática, a fim de promover a formação mais inclusiva e sensível 
nas práticas de saúde entre os profissionais, facilitando a indicação 
de cuidados à sexualidade da pessoa idosa. As limitações do estudo 
relacionam-se à fragilidade da compreensão do conceito de sexua-
lidade da pessoa idosa, para além dos aspectos fisiológicos, bem 
como à ausência de produções científicas que subsidiem as insti-
tuições de saúde e a formação de equipes na condução das práticas 
cotidianas do cuidado. 

Palavras-chave (Fonte DeCS)
Sexualidade; idoso; atenção à saúde; formação de conceito; 
revisão.
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Introduction

Sexuality in old age has been a theme studied in recent years (1, 2). 
With the increase in the older population, there is a new perspective 
on research, capable of clarifying this reality and satisfying different 
needs, including sexual ones (3). There is a focus on this topic in re-
lation to sexual, physical, and mental health, as well as the attitudes 
of certain groups toward sexuality at this stage of life (4).

Thoughts, desires, values, behaviors, sexual orientation, intimate re-
lationships, and/or reproduction, roles, and relationships comprise 
sexuality, which can change throughout life (5). Thus, it is insepara-
ble from human personality and integrates other human needs, es-
pecially those related to intimacy and social relationships (6).

Older people express their sexuality through altruism, positive 
communication, eroticism, affection, attention, attractiveness, and 
autoeroticism, with sexual activity not being a priority, despite be-
ing part of the field of sexuality. Recognizing that this expression 
encompasses a diversity of emotional, affective, and identity expe-
riences is relevant to maintaining well-being and positively impacts 
quality of life in old age (7-9). However, as people age, community 
attitudes become less accommodating and healthcare systems re-
spond less to sexual needs, which can limit the exercise of sexuality 
in older people (10).

From this perspective, sexuality can be suppressed by several 
factors, such as psychosocial problems; changes caused by aging, 
which reduce sexual function and desire; psychobiological vulnera-
bility; resistance to accepting sexuality in old age; as well as the in-
fluence of cultural structures and social prejudices. These elements 
hinder communication over sexual issues and generate unease in 
the exercise of sexuality (11, 12).

Facilitating and improving the understanding of the meaning of sex-
uality in the lives of older people seems to be a strategy that contrib-
utes to a more qualified and dignified aging process. Nurses play a 
crucial role in providing health care to this population, which includes 
dealing with issues related to sexuality in a sensitive and respectful 
manner, providing adequate support for the diverse needs of this hu-
man dimension, and contributing to the improvement of quality of 
life and general well-being. Thus, this study is relevant as it stimulates 
critical reflection based on conceptualizations of sexuality in older 
people in various circumstances, permeated by knowledge and at-
titudes. The objective of the study, therefore, was to map publica-
tions on the concept of sexuality in older people in varying contexts.

Materials and Methods

This is a scoping review, whose research protocol was published 
with a description of the methodological procedures used and regis-
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tered in the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/mc6bf/). The 
methodological rigor proposed by the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) 
was complied with, and the guidelines of the Preferred Reporting 
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for 
Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) Checklist (13, 14) were followed.

Previously, an initial search was conducted in August and Sep-
tember 2023 in the PubMed, PROSPERO, and JBI Evidence Syn-
thesis databases, but no completed and published or ongoing 
studies were found, which reiterates the need for this study as a 
means of systematizing the concept of sexuality in older people. 
Since this is a literature review, it was not necessary to submit 
the study for approval by a research ethics committee.

Research Strategies

The guiding question—“How is the concept of sexuality in older 
people portrayed in scientific literature in varying contexts?”—
was developed based on the mnemonic structure PCC (popu-
lation, concept, and context), in which population (P) stands for 
older people; concept (C) stands for sexuality; and context (C) 
stands for varying contexts.

Primary studies were included, with quantitative, qualitative, 
or mixed designs, whose approach addressed the concept of 
sexuality in older people in varying contexts; without temporal 
delimitation; published in Spanish, English, and Portuguese; and 
available in full and online. Literature review articles, opinion 
pieces, articles without complete results, editorial productions, 
and letters to the editor were not eligible. The study selection 
was based on full access to the complete texts, guaranteed 
through institutional resources or free availability.

Database searches were conducted between September and No-
vember 2023, including PubMed (National Library of Medicine), 
Web of Science, Embase (Excerpta Medica dataBASE), PsycINFO 
(American Psychological Association), CINAHL (Cumulative Index 
to Nursing and Allied Health Literature), and Scopus. In addition, 
a literature search was conducted in the OpenGrey database and 
on the official websites of the World Health Organization (WHO) 
and the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO).

Based on the Health Sciences Descriptors (DeCS) and Medical 
Subject Headings (MeSH), terms related to older people and 
sexuality were selected, as well as their respective synonyms: 
“aged,” “elderly,” “sexual health,” and “sexuality.” To make the 
strategy more specific, it was decided to restrict the search for 
these terms to titles. The Boolean operators “AND” and/or “OR” 
were used to combine them logically. It should be noted that 
terms related to context were not included to increase the sen-
sitivity of the strategy. In addition, the search was adapted for 
each database, as detailed in Table 1.
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Table 1. Databases and Search Strategies

Databases Search strategy

PubMed®*
((aged [Title]) OR (elderly [Title])) AND (((Sexual Health [Title]) OR (Health, Sexual [Title])) 
OR (Sexuality [Title]))

Web of Science (aged (Title) or elderly (Title)) AND (Sexual Health (Title) OR Sexuality (Title))

Embase (aged:ti OR elderly:ti) AND (‘sexual health’:ti OR sexuality:ti)

PsycINFO** (title: aged OR title: elderly) AND (title: sexual health OR title: sexuality)

CINAHL®*** ((TI aged OR TI elderly)) AND ((TI Sexual Health OR TI Sexuality)) 

Scopus ((TITLE (aged) OR TITLE (elderly))) AND ((TITLE (“Sexual Health”) OR TITLE (sexuality)))

OpenGrey (aged OR elderly) AND (“sexual health” OR sexuality)

OMS/OPAS “elderly” AND “sexuality” AND “handbook”

Source: Prepared by the authors.

The evaluation of the studies was conducted independently by 
three reviewers, with any discrepancies settled by a fourth review-
er. The selection process started with a skim reading of the titles 
and abstracts, followed by a full reading of the selected articles to 
determine the final sample, following the Preferred Reporting Items 
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Scoping 
Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) Checklist (14). The Rayyan QCRI® platform 
(The Systematic Reviews web app) was used to perform these steps.

Data extraction from the final articles was performed using a Micro-
soft Excel spreadsheet developed by the review team and previous-
ly tested to ensure the extraction of relevant data.

Data analysis was performed narratively and through comparative 
synthesis of the primary studies to answer the study question. As 
this study used secondary data that was publicly available, there 
was no need for ethical review.

In the database search, 1,529 potentially eligible studies were iden-
tified, of which 731 were duplicates. After reading the titles and ab-
stracts, 84 articles were selected for full-text reading; of these, 15 
were not found and 46 were excluded. Thus, the final sample of the 
scoping review consisted of 23 articles (Figure 1).
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Identi�cation of Studies in Databases Identi�cation of Studies by Other Methods
Id

en
ti

�c
at

io
n

Sc
re

en
in

g
In

cl
ud

ed

Studies identi�ed via: 

Embase (n=295); 
PubMed (n=196); 

Web of Science (n=477); 
Cinahl (n=110); 

PsycInfo (n=134); 
Scopus (n=313); 

OPENGREY (n = 4) 

Studies (n = 1.529) 

Tracked studies
(n = 798)

Studies searched
for eligibility

(n = 84)

Studies evaluated
for eligibility

(n = 69)

Studies included
in the review 

(n = 23)

Studies excluded
prior to screening:

Duplicates (n=731)

Identi�ed studies:

WHO (n=0); PAHO (n= 71)

Records (n = 71)

Studies searched
for eligibility

(n = 71)

Studies evaluated
for eligibility

(n = 1)

Excluded studies
(n = 1)

Studies not founds
(n = 0)

Excluded studies
(n = 714)

Studies not found
(n = 15)

Excluded studies:

Expanded abstract (n=4); 
other language (n=1); 

outside the age range (n=3);
does not address the
concept of sexuality

in older people (n=38)

Figure 1. PRISMA Flowchart: Study Selection Process in Databases

Source: Adapted from (14). 

Results

The selected articles were compiled in chronological order of 
publication, and the most relevant information was extracted. 
The articles were produced in the following countries: Brazil 
(N13 = 56.52%); Spain (N3 = 13.04%); United States (N2 = 8.69%); 
Australia (N1 = 4.35%); Morocco (N1 = 4.35%); United Kingdom 
(N1 = 4.35%); Turkey (N1 = 4.35%); and Zimbabwe (N1 = 4.35%). 
The findings are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Studies Included in the Scoping Review

Author, journal, year, and 
origin Objective/Type of Study Key Findings

Leviton D, 
Omega, 1973, United 
States of America (15)

To understand the meaning of sexuality as 
a deterrent to suicide among older people/
Theoretical study.

Sexuality is understood as the state or quality of being 
sexually human, entailing the pursuit of another for 
pleasure and relationship. Its loss or diminution may 
increase the risk of premature death and/or suicide.

Drench M, Losee RH,
Rehabilitation Nursing 
Journal, 1996, United 
States of America(16)

To describe some reasons why older people 
may lose interest in sexual activities/
Theoretical study.

Sexual identity encompasses masculinity or femininity, 
biologically based sexual urges, and the individual’s 
perception of their sexual self, constructed from 
experiences/interests, social attitudes, culture, family, 
and friendships. It requires psychosocial adaptation, 
sexual freedom, and support.

Mendoza EJA, Martínez 
BA, García MJG, Ullivarri 
NSH,
Gerokomos, 2005,
Spain (17)

To understand the sexual needs of older 
people living in public housing/Qualitative 
study.

Among older men, sexuality is associated with fond 
memories of their sex lives; among older women, 
it is often perceived as an obligation. In general, it 
is related to affection, tenderness, companionship, 
and avoidance of loneliness, while the concepts of 
desire and pleasure are not mentioned as important 
elements.

Baldissera VDA, Bueno 
SMV, Revista Eletrônica de 
Enfermagem, 2010,
Brazil (18)

To develop and evaluate health education 
strategies based on critical social pedagogy, 
starting from the social representation of 
sexuality among older women with systemic 
arterial hypertension/Qualitative study.

There is a subtle distinction between sex (biological) 
and gender (social). Sexuality emerges as a synonym 
for sex in expressions related to personal hygiene and 
body aesthetics, in addition to being marked by gender 
differences and a lack of freedom to define it.

Gutsa I,
African Journal of AIDS 
Research, 2011,
Zimbabwe (19)

To compile an ethnographic report 
on the sexuality of older people in the 
Dzivaresekwa District of Harare in the 
context of HIV and AIDS/Ethnographic, 
mixed-method, descriptive study.

The sexuality of older people reflects social practices 
that grant meaning to human activities, in disputes 
between those who hold the power to regulate and 
those who resist.

Arduini JB, Santos AS, 
Revista de Enfermagem 
UERJ, 2013, Brazil (20)

To understand and analyze the perceptions 
of older men regarding sexuality and AIDS/
Qualitative study.

Often associated with impotence or sexual 
dysfunction, the experience of sexuality is influenced 
by culture, religion, and education. Repressive and/or 
limited educational contexts favor sexual relationships 
that are impoverished by rigid morals.

Bevilacqua G, Leite MT, 
Hildebrandt LM, Jahn AC, 
Acta Scientiarum Health 
Sciences, 2013,
Brazil (21)

To analyze the perceptions and experiences 
of women participating in a social group 
regarding sexuality in old age/Qualitative 
study.

It is related to love, affection, and companionship, with 
sexual relations seen only as a complement to life as a 
couple. It is affected by physiological changes, illnesses, 
and declining physical conditions.

Souza M, Marcon SS, 
Bueno SMV, Carreira L, 
Baldissera VDA,
Saúde & Sociedade, 2015, 
Brazil (22)

To describe the experience of sexuality lived 
by older widowed women at a Community 
Center and their perception of their family 
members’ opinions/Qualitative study.

Sexuality is a human dimension linked to pleasure, 
intimacy, reproduction, affection, self-esteem, 
self-fulfillment, love, and self-image, expressed/
experienced through thoughts, attitudes, relationships, 
and beliefs. It is subject to limiting factors related 
to the body and interpretations of anatomical and 
physiological imbalances. In female widowhood, sexual 
behavior is observed to be submissive to social norms.

Queiroz MAC et al.,
Revista Brasileira de 
Enfermagem, 2015,
Brazil (23)

To understand the social representation of 
sexuality in older people, based on Social 
Representation Theory/Qualitative Study.

Keywords: love, affection, respect. Intermediate words: 
sex, companionship, understanding, coexistence. The 
word “love” is important for understanding sexuality 
in older people and as a positive support structure for 
experiences, considering the emotional and behavioral 
dimensions.

Villar F, Celdrán M, Josep 
Fabà J, Serrat R,
Gerontology & Geriatrics 
Education, 2016,
Spain (24)

To verify whether employees of residential 
care facilities for senior citizens perceive 
the need for training on residents’ sexuality, 
whether any benefits have been perceived, 
and to compare the perceived benefits 
among care assistants and the professional 
and managerial staff/Qualitative study.

In institutions, sexuality is perceived as a threat to 
the orderly functioning of institutional life and as 
a potential source of conflict between families and 
residents, due to a lack of knowledge or training on 
sexuality and aging. Professionals often conceal it due 
to the negative view associated with the theme.
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Author, journal, year, and 
origin Objective/Type of Study Key Findings

Venturini L, Beuter M, 
Leite MT, Bruinsma JL, 
Backes C, 
Revista Escola de 
Enfermagem USP, 2018, 
Brazil (25)

To analyze how the nursing team deals with 
sexuality in the daily lives of institutionalized 
older women/Qualitative study.

The sexuality of older people is not limited to sexual 
activity, but also encompasses affection, contact, and 
intimacy. Representations by nursing professionals 
tend to exclude this dimension, influenced by cultural 
principles. Their principles and culture condition 
the way they act in relation to the sexuality of 
institutionalized older women.

Oliveira EL, Neves ALM, 
Silva IR,
Psicologia & Sociedade, 
2018, Brazil (26)

To understand the meanings of sexuality 
constructed by older women/Qualitative 
study.

Sexual experience is broad, spans all stages of life, and 
must be understood in a complex way, beyond cultural 
stereotypes. The meanings elaborated by older women 
report an absence of sexual desire or experiences of 
sex out of obligation, conditioned on maintaining a 
healthy body.

Silva FG, Pelzer MT, 
Neutzling BRS,
Aquichan, 2019,
Brazil (27)

To identify the attitudes that older women 
have regarding their sexuality/Qualitative 
study.

Interaction with others in social relationships is 
observed through physicality. Emotional, romantic, 
and sexual relationships are important as they 
promote physical well-being and generate feelings of 
joy, happiness, greater vitality, and pleasure in life.

Cabral NES, Lima CFM, 
Rivemales MCC, Souza 
US, Silva BMC,
Revista Brasileira de 
Enfermagem, 2019,
Brazil (28)

To understand the meaning of sexuality for 
older women living in rural areas/Qualitative 
study.

Sexuality encompasses human expressions that 
promote physical and mental well-being, reducing 
biopsychological problems. Sex is linked to sexual 
activity and intimacy in romantic relationships.

Souza CL et al.,
Revista Brasileira de 
Enfermagem, 2019,
Brazil (29)

To analyze older women’s perceptions of 
sexuality and nursing care practices in this 
context/Qualitative study.

Sexuality entails valuing the body, sex life, affection, 
and tenderness. The biological body relates to the 
being and communicates with the subjective body. 
It is linked to sexual activity, physical pleasure, and 
intimacy between couples. For older women, it is 
surrounded by prejudice and judgment, trivialized 
socially, and neglected in the training of healthcare 
professionals.

Souza Júnior EV et al.,
Revista Brasileira de 
Enfermagem, 2021,
Brazil (30)

To analyze the association between 
sexuality and quality of life in older Brazilian 
adults living in the community/Cross-
sectional cohort study.

Sexuality entails feelings, cognition, and behaviors. 
It transcends physical/bodily aspects, valuing touch, 
love, intimacy, affection, companionship, and sex. It 
contributes to the quality of life in old age.

Souza Júnior EV et al., 
Enfermería Global, 2021, 
Brazil (31)

To analyze the association between 
sexuality and biosociodemographic 
variables and depressive symptoms in older 
people/Cross-sectional, descriptive, and 
analytical study.

It consists of multiple stimuli (pleasure/displeasure, 
desires, coexistence, love, gender roles, intimacy, 
eroticism). When suppressed or nullified, it can cause 
depressive symptoms in people.

Towler LB, Graham C, 
Bishop FL, Hinchliff S,
Social Science & Medicine, 
2021, England (32)

To explore older people’s embodied 
experiences and perceptions of aging 
in relation to sexuality, and whether 
differences based on gender and/or sexual 
orientation exist among participants/
Qualitative study.

Perceptions of aging and sexuality are greatly 
influenced by media representations and societal 
views. It is understood that sex is reserved for young 
people. Older people perceive that the media obscures 
sexuality in old age, due to a preference for young and 
sexually attractive bodies.

Souza Júnior EV, Souza 
CS, Santos GS, Silva CS, 
Cruz DP, Sawada NO,
Revista Texto & Contexto, 
2022,
Brazil (33)

To analyze the correlation between 
experiences of sexuality and quality of life in 
older people/Cross-sectional, descriptive, 
and analytical study.

In old age, sexuality transcends the sexual act, 
emphasizing expressions of emotion, affection, care, 
and companionship. It is related to quality of life, self-
esteem, and self-knowledge.

Reyhan FA, Dagli E, 
Ozerdogan N,
International Journal of 
Caring Sciences, 2022, 
Turkey (34)

To determine the knowledge and attitudes 
of obstetrics and nursing students who will 
provide health care and counseling in the 
future concerning sexuality in older people/
Descriptive cross-sectional study.

Sexuality is considered an activity of life, encompassing 
identities, social roles, sexual orientation, pleasure, 
love, intimacy, and reproduction. It is part of a broader 
concept (intimacy). Nursing and obstetrics students 
perceive it as something funny, disgusting, and/or dirty, 
which should not exist among older people.
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Author, journal, year, and 
origin Objective/Type of Study Key Findings

García-Rojas AD, Vélez 
SC. European Journal of 
Contemporary Education, 
2022, Spain (35)

To analyze the knowledge and attitudes 
that students in the experimental classroom 
and those studying for a degree in Social 
Education have in relation to sexuality in old 
age, and to analyze the relationship between 
knowledge, personal characteristics, and 
attitudes towards sexuality in old age/
Quantitative study.

Thoughts and/or beliefs can generate prejudice 
and social rejection regarding the sexuality of older 
people. Perceived as indecent and distasteful, due to 
false beliefs regarding physiological sexual changes 
(aging men/women), the need for social relationships/
interactions in residences, scientific ignorance, and 
educational demands for residents and staff (sexuality 
and environment).

Portellos A, Lynch C, 
Joosten A,
British Journal of 
Occupational Therapy, 
2023, Australia (36)

To obtain perspectives and explore 
understandings and experiences of sexuality 
and support needs for older people/Mixed 
cross-sectional study.

Sexuality is a dynamic concept that encompasses sex 
and sexuality, identity, orientation, desire, intimacy, 
attitudes, companionship, and healing. Its definitions 
are based on social/cultural norms and the role played 
in a relationship or community. It is related to who 
people are, what they do, and how they do it. It is part of 
a biopsychosocial understanding of meaning, in which 
older people are linked to sexual identity and desire.

Mejdouli H, Baali A, 
Ouzennou N, Amor H,
African Journal 
Reproductive Health, 2023, 
Morocco (37)

To study the relationship between sexuality 
and quality of life in older people in 
Morocco/Descriptive cross-sectional study.

It constitutes a central aspect of human life, 
encompassing sex, gender identities, sexual issues, 
pleasure, orientation, eroticism, intimacy, and 
reproduction. It is expressed in thoughts, fantasies, 
desires, beliefs, behaviors, values, practices, roles, and 
relationships influenced by biopsychosocial, spiritual, 
economic, political, legal, and historical factors.

Source: Prepared by the authors.

Discussion

The studies included in this scoping review enabled the mapping of 
scientific knowledge on the concept of sexuality in older people, re-
vealing varying perspectives and approaches in the field of health. 
Among the main themes, sexuality in old age was closely associat-
ed with the representation of knowledge, attitudes, quality of life, 
chronic diseases, and institutionalization. The definitions of sex-
uality are broad and heterogeneous, based on social and cultural 
norms, as well as each person’s representativeness in relationships. 
The expression of sexuality is an integral part of human personali-
ty and is closely related to social identities, the appreciation of the 
body and sexual life, affection and tenderness, communication, de-
sire, self-esteem, and reproduction, characterized by daily actions 
with oneself and with others (23, 29, 34, 36). The sexuality of older 
people can mean very different things, and as a result, what they 
enjoy or find important can differ widely (38).

The understanding of sexuality is intertwined with the idea of sexu-
al relations between people, defined by sexual practice itself and by 
the sense of love, marked by companionship, affection, and friend-
ship, all of which are feelings that maintain intimacy, satisfaction, 
and independence (28). A cross-sectional study conducted with 
older people of different genders, age groups, sexual orientations, 
relationship statuses, and countries of residence (Australia, United 
States, Ireland, and United Kingdom) revealed that the word “plea-
sure” was used to define sexuality, the understanding of which had 
changed with aging for most participants (36).
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When the meaning of sexuality is one of non-existence, especial-
ly associated with the loss of the couple status, there is a resizing 
of coexistence in new configurations, with the breaking of stig-
mas, greater freedom of choice, and fulfillment with oneself and 
with the other. A new connection is established through open 
communication, especially among those whose relationships 
are encouraging and understanding (21). Aging sexuality shifts to 
acts of partnership emphasized by intimacy, including sleeping 
naked together, using vibrators, developing manual practices 
(mutual masturbation), and performing oral sex. Furthermore, 
alternative sexual experiences, such as non-monogamous and 
group sexual acts, can facilitate sexuality (36).

Despite the fact that social background and life experiences over 
the years influence the understanding of sexuality, it is recognized 
as relevant in old age, as regular sexual activity has a positive im-
pact on physical and mental well-being, reducing problems asso-
ciated with advancing age and increasing vitality (24, 27, 39). This 
statement is corroborated in a study conducted with older adults 
in the province of Essaouira, Morocco, which ultimately showed 
that even though sexuality is still a social taboo, sexual function is 
one of the main determinants of quality of life (37).

Studies on the sex lives of older people have associated physical 
activity with changes in sexual frequency, encompassing both 
sexual relations and intimacy. They have also related sexual ac-
tivity in old age to pleasure and revealed that sexually active men 
and women in this phase enjoy life more (40, 41). The sex lives of 
older people can be used as an indicator of the aging process; 
therefore, it is necessary to research the impact of this dimen-
sion, including sexual dysfunction, on healthy longevity in the fu-
ture. It is clear that sexuality is invariably associated with health, 
well-being, and quality of life (42).

Sexual identity reflects a sense of masculinity and femininity, 
stemming from biological sexual demands and the individual’s 
perception of their sexual being, based on experiences, inter-
ests, and attitudes of society, culture, family, and social network 
(16). Analysis of the sex lives of older people has shown that sex-
ual intimacy is a meaningful form of existence for both genders, 
but older men are more predisposed to sexual activity, while 
older women are more predisposed to sexual intimacy (40). In 
this sense, each person has an individual way of understanding 
and experiencing sexuality, considering that these aspects influ-
ence development throughout the life cycle, transmitted from 
generation to generation, including old age, granting meaning 
and value to human existence (27, 30).

Even in current times, with all the validated changes regarding 
the sexuality of older people and their sexual practices, a per-
son’s thoughts and/or beliefs can trigger prejudice, predispose 
an indecent and/or distasteful view, and generate rejection. 
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There are stereotypes focused on body image, with a cult of the 
young and beautiful body, while the aging body is viewed as unat-
tractive, undesirable, and uninteresting. It is noted that beliefs re-
garding sexuality and body value are centered on how older people 
are perceived and on the representation that body image is based on 
many unequal comparisons, when it should be adapted to an aging 
body with changes and limitations (22, 32, 34, 35). In short, there are 
social perspectives that asexualize older people, resisting the reality 
of timeless human sexuality that is subject to redefinition, generat-
ing physiological, psychological, and sociological risks (32, 39).

The aging process, which encompasses physical, psychosocial, and 
spiritual changes characterized by unique endogenous factors 
and events that are not merely chronological, has become a central 
theme in the development of public policies, with the inclusion of 
sexuality and sexual health, which are key dimensions in the imple-
mentation of actions focused on health, well-being, and quality of 
life of the aging population, precisely due to the importance of the 
experiences lived in this dimension and the values conferred upon 
it (30, 37, 43).

However, when older people experience health problems, their 
understanding of sexual practices is certainly affected, as there is 
an immediate strong association with physical health. Factors that 
cause sexual dysfunction with age include chronic diseases of vari-
ous origins, neurological disorders, depression, anxiety, and medi-
cation therapy (44). In depressive symptomatology, for instance, the 
connotation placed on sexual experiences, such as sexual interest 
and expression, is often disregarded, negatively impacting coping 
behaviors in the face of imposed difficulties and the possibilities for 
resolution (31, 44). In a permanent and/or growing unfavorable con-
dition, the decline, deprivation, or loss of sexuality can be threaten-
ing, contributing to feelings of incompetence, worthlessness, and 
even triggering suicidal thoughts in older people (15).

Another reference to the adverse health scenario identified in this 
scoping review addresses the misconception regarding the risk of 
sexually transmitted infections (STIs), particularly HIV/AIDS, result-
ing from the representation of older people as sexually inactive, in 
addition to other factors: longevity, lack of safe sex campaigns, use 
of drugs to prolong sex, gender, and the existence of a sexual taboo 
in old age, placing them at risk of transmission and/or contamina-
tion (19, 45, 46).

A French study on sexuality and intimacy in older adults showed that 
ineffective reorientation of sexual aspects in old age leads to higher 
exposure to situations that increase vulnerability to STIs, especially 
when they live alone, have same-sex relationships, and exhibit sex-
ual disinhibition due to cognitive impairment. Several annual cases 
of AIDS involve this population, who consider themselves well-in-
formed due to their life experience, ultimately leaving themselves 
sufficiently unprotected during their sexual experiences (30, 47).
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Finally, among institutionalized older people, the notion of sexu-
ality emerges in contexts of gerontological care marked by mini-
mal respect for privacy, a lack of credibility attributed to their sex 
lives, and low acceptance of the maintenance of its expression, 
with sexual desire often unknown or hidden, characterized as a 
hidden and trivialized phenomenon. Although sexuality should 
be considered an aspect of the lives of older people residing in 
long-term care facilities, healthcare professionals often do not 
feel comfortable addressing it due to their level of understanding 
of the type and degree of sexual or intimate interaction involved. 
Many single older people discontinue their sex lives in these care 
settings due to a perceived lack of opportunities to engage in in-
timate relationships, a situation that may be reinforced by the 
care team itself (23, 25).

In light of this, considering the complexity of this institutional en-
vironment and its power to shape care practices, it is urgent that 
healthcare teams review the barriers driven by beliefs, customs, 
level of knowledge, and paternalistic and/or threatening behav-
iors, in addition to the adversities arising from organizational 
culture, the health status of residents, with emphasis on cogni-
tion, the nature of sexual behavior, and the repressive demands 
of family members, so that a reframing of identities, expressions, 
and the diversity of relationships among institutionalized older 
people in the context of sexuality can occur (18, 23, 25).

It is reiterated that sexual health and well-being remain rele-
vant for older people in healthcare settings, and it is essential 
to discuss this topic with managers and healthcare professionals 
throughout training. Until changes are made to include sexual 
health and well-being in old age, in addition to restructuring care 
practice scenarios, broad dialogue between older people and 
teams will not satisfactorily take place, reverberating the frag-
mentation of services in terms of planning, development, and 
assessment of sexuality (10).

Study limitations

This study presents limitations related to the scarcity of scientif-
ic publications that address the sexuality of older people beyond 
physiological aspects, restricting the applicability of the findings 
in varying contexts of gerontological care. To overcome these 
limitations, future research should broaden the methodological 
approach, considering cultural, social, and institutional factors in 
the experience of sexuality in old age.

Conclusions
Mapping the concept of sexuality in older people in varying con-
texts revealed that there is still a strong perception of reduced or 
non-existent sexuality and sexual practices in old age in a wide 
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