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Older Adults and Sex: 
Exploring Intimacy and HIV in 

Late Adulthood

Dr. Erin L. Robinson, MSW, MPH

University of Missouri School of Social Work

Thank You!

A big thank you to Dr. Karli Urban and Peggy Gray, 

as well as members of the CFE Conference planning

committee for inviting me to give this presentation.
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• Assistant Professor in Social Work

• Director of the Certificate in Gerontological Social Work

• Public health social worker

• Gerontologist

• Research focus on older adult health and well-being:

– HIV prevention among older adults

– Older adults and sexual health

– Disaster preparedness among older adults

– Eldertechnology

About Me

• Life Course Perspective

• Older Adults and Sexual Activity

• Older Adults, STIs, and HIV

• My Research: HIV, Aging, and Patient-Provider 
Communication

• Current Studies

• Close

Presentation Overview
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Life Course Perspective and Older Adults

Cohort effects are important to individual development.

Cohort Effects on Older Adults’ Orientation 
Towards Sexuality and HIV

• Roaring 1920’s Sexual Revolution

• Women’s Rights Movement

• Women entering the workforce at increased numbers

• Increased long-term care facilities for older adults

• Sexual Revolution of the 1960’s to 1980’s

• Gay Rights Movement

• HIV outbreak in the U.S. in the early 1980’s

• Introduction of the Internet

• Divorce rates high among aging population

• Others?
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Older Adults and Sexual Activity

While sexual activity 

declines as people age, 

a fair amount of older 

adults engage in 

various types of sexual 

activity well into their 

later years.

Older Adults and Sexual Activity

In fact, an AARP survey 

suggests that people 

become more physically 

attracted to their 

partners as they age.

Source: AARP, 1999
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Statistics: Older Adults and Sex

Percentage of people reported being sexually active:

• 73% of people ages 57 to 64 years

• 53% of people ages 65 to 74 years

• 26% of people ages 75 to 85 years

Source: Lindau et al., 2007

Statistics: Older Adults and Sex

Percentage of people reported being sexually active:

• 73% of people ages 57 to 64 years

• 53% of people ages 65 to 74 years

• 26% of people ages 75 to 85 years

Source: Lindau et al., 2007

Does this number 
surprise anyone?
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Stigma: Older Adults and Sex

Source: Lindau et al., 2007

Stigma 
around the 

aging 
process

Stigma 
around sex

Stigma around older adults and sex

Stigma: Older Adults and Sex

Source: Lindau et al., 2007

Stigma 
around the 

aging 
process

Stigma 
around sex

Stigma around older adults and sex

Cougar

Silver Fox

Horny Old 
Man
or 

Dirty Old 
ManPromiscuous 

Old Woman
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Stigma: Older Adults and Sex

Society views older adult sexually as if it…

…doesn’t exist.

…is disgusting.

…is funny.

Source: Kessel, 2001

Stigma: Older Adults and Sex

Additional layers of stigma exist for 

older adults who identify as minority group members

and those with intersecting identities.
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Factors Associated with Decreased 
Sexual Functioning / Desire
• Lack of interest

• Sex not pleasurable

• Erectile dysfunction

• Vaginal thinning

• Vaginal drying

• Painful intercourse

• Incontinence

• Anxiety about performance

• Loss of partner / No partner

• Lack of privacy (e.g. in LTC facilities)

• Other physical, cognitive, and chronic health problems prohibiting sex

• Others?

Sources: Kalra et al., 2011; Lindau et al., 2007; Kessel, 2001

Factors Associated with Decreased 
Sexual Functioning / Desire
• Lack of interest

• Sex not pleasurable

• Erectile dysfunction

• Vaginal thinning

• Vaginal drying

• Painful intercourse

• Anxiety about performance

• Loss of partner / No partner

• Lack of privacy (e.g. in LTC facilities)

• Other physical, cognitive, and chronic health problems prohibiting sex

• Others?

Sources: Kalra et al., 2011; Lindau et al., 2007; Kessel, 2001

Important to Note:

Older adults report 
finding meaningful 

intimacy in other types 
of interactions that 

may not be deemed 
as sexual.
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Older Adults are Pushing the Norms on 
Relationships…

• Entering new relationships later in life

– Most commonly due to divorce and death of a partner

• Living-apart-together (LAT)

– See Dr. Jacquelyn Benson’s work at MU

– Partners are not married, but in committed relationships and live 
apart from one another

• Retirement communities and LTC facilities adopting 
policies that respect older adult sexuality

Condom Use among Older Adults

According to the 2009 National Survey of Sexual Health 
and Behavior, among persons aged 50+, condoms were 
not used during the most recent intercourse with…

• 92% of casual partners

• 76% of friends

• 70% of new acquaintances

Source: Schick et al., 2010
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Condom Use among Older Adults

According to the 2009 National Survey of Sexual Health 
and Behavior, among persons aged 50+, condoms were 
not used during the most recent intercourse with…

• 92% of casual partners

• 76% of friends

• 70% of new acquaintances

Source: Schick et al., 2010

Do these numbers 
surprise you?

Do they frighten you?

Why Low Condom Use?

• Post-menopausal and not concerned about pregnancy

• Do not believe they are at risk for STIs

• Lower self-efficacy in using condoms, including 
negotiating with partner to use condoms

• Providers not talking with older adults about sex and 
condom use

Source: Klein, 2012
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Why Low Condom Use?

• Post-menopausal and not concerned about pregnancy

• Do not believe they are at risk for STIs

• Lower self-efficacy in using condoms, including 
negotiating with partner to use condoms

• Providers not talking with older adults about sex and 
condom use

Source: Klein, 2012

This is important, as STIs and HIV among 

older adults are rising at rapid rates.

STIs among Aging Population

STI rates among older 
adults have been 

increasing since 2012.

There was a 20% 
increase in STI rates 

among the aging 
population between 

2015 and 2016.

Source: CDC, 2017

In 2016, among the 
aging population:

43,409 reported cases 
of chlamydia

33,879 reported cases 
of gonorrhea

5,650 cases of syphilis
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HIV and Older Adults

• About 1.1 million people are currently living with 
HIV/AIDS in the United States.

• About 40,000 people are diagnosed each year.

• Older adults are one of the fastest growing population 
groups affected by HIV/AIDS.

“Greying of HIV/AIDS”

Sources: Sanchez et al., 2006; CDC, 2015; AOA, 2012

HIV and Older Adults

• People aged 50+ account for almost 20% of new HIV 
diagnoses in the U.S.

• As of 2015, this population accounted for more than half 
of all people living with HIV in the U.S.

Sources: Henderson et al., 2004; Rosenfeld, Bartlam, & 
Smith, 2012; Hughes, 2011; Ford et al., 2013   
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Older Adults Living with HIV/AIDS

• While advancements in HIV medications have enabled 
people to live longer with the disease, those medications 
also take a toll on the body.

• Older adults who have been taking these medications 
report higher rates of heart, liver, and kidney disease, as 
well as certain cancers, at significantly higher rates than 
uninfected older adults.

Late Diagnoses are Problematic

• With HIV, providers often misdiagnosis some of the early 
symptoms (such as tiredness, weakness, and cognitive 
changes) as normal signs of aging.

• Older adults are more likely to receive STD and HIV 
diagnoses when they are further along in the disease 
than their younger counterparts.

• When HIV is first diagnosed when the patient has late-
stage HIV or even AIDS, mortality rates increase 
dramatically.
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My Research: HIV, Aging, and Patient-
Provider Communication

Prevention: No new HIV diagnoses

Early detection: No late-stage HIV 
diagnoses

How can we leverage patient-provider 
interactions in order to help older 

adults understand their risks and to 
ensure people at risk get tested?

My Research: HIV, Aging, and Patient-
Provider Communication
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Survey: People aged 50+ (N=427)

In your opinion, how often does your 
provider:

All the Time

Frequency Percent

Listen carefully to you 174 63%

Explain things in a way 
you can understand

196 71%

Show respect for what 
you have to say

197 71%

Spend enough time 
with you

166 60%

Which of the following 
healthcare providers has ever 
talked with you about sexual 
health issues or HIV/AIDS?

 46% Family doctor

 20% Specialist doctor

 10% Nurse

 7% Physician’s Assistant

74% consider this person to be 
a primary provider

Survey: People aged 50+ (N=427)

Overall, how satisfied are you with:

Satisfied/
Very Satisfied

Frequency Percent

Your provider? 252 91%

Your provider’s 
communication about 
issues related to your 
sexual health?

225 81%

Your provider’s 
communication about 
issues related to 
HIV/AIDS?

221 80%

1.8 = Mean times participants 
visited provider in past 12 
months (Range 0-30; SD 2.3)

After you turned 50, how often 
did this provider talk with you 
about… (Sometimes, Often, Always)

 Your sexual health (61%)

 STD’s (27%)

 HIV/AIDS (16%)
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Survey: People aged 50+ (N=427)

Spending enough time with an older adult patient is a 
significant predictor of…

1) Overall satisfaction with the healthcare provider (β=.27, 
p<.05), 

2) Their communication about sexual health issues (β=.30, 
p<.05), and 

3) Their communication of issues related to HIV (β=.33, 
p<.05)

(after controlling for the other variables) 

Survey: People aged 50+ (N=427)

Getting HIV information from a 
healthcare provider is positively 

associated with higher HIV 
knowledge (β=.64 p<.05)
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Survey: People aged 50+ (N=427)

More frequent provider 
communication of sexual health 

was associated with higher 
intentions to discuss condoms 

(β=0.665, p<.05).

Survey: People aged 50+ (N=427)

More frequent provider 
communication of HIV/AIDS 
was associated with higher 

perceived susceptibility 
(β=0.182, p<.01).
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Barriers to Provider Communication 
about Sex and HIV

• Time! Time! Time!

• Other presenting health issues are discussed instead of 
sexual health

• Administrative barriers

• Patient refuses to talk about sexual health

• Provider assumes older patient is not interested in sex

• Both patients and providers feel uncomfortable talking 
about sexual health

In Summary…

Older adults are still interesting in and are having sex.

Older adults are at-risk for STIs and HIV.

Healthcare providers are an excellent resource for 
older adults in understanding HIV and their risks, and 
can communicate important prevention messages.

How can health care providers be better supported in 
order to help older adults prevent the spread of HIV?
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Current Studies

1) Provider Communication Study

2) Barriers and Facilitators for African American Older 
Adults in HIV Prevention

3) Tailored HIV Prevention Messages from Older Adults 
Living with HIV/AIDS in Missouri

Shameless promotion…
Graduate Certificate in Gerontological Social Work:

• Open to our MSW students and social work practitioners

• 12 credit hours (4 courses), focused on aging

Participants Needed for Research Study:

• Health care providers who have older patients

• 30-minute phone interview, $40 gift card incentive

• You will be asked questions about your interactions and 
communication with older patients
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Thank You!

Questions?

Comments?

Discussion?

Contact Information:

Dr. Erin L. Robinson, MSW, MPH

Assistant Professor

School of Social Work, University of Missouri

Email: robinsonel@missouri.edu

Phone: (573) 884-3907
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