Epidemiological studies of sexuality in old age
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ABSTRACT

Aim: The overall aim of this thesis was to improve knowledge about sexuality in an older population and to try
to understand the context and factors, affecting sexuality in general population. It is based on three studies of
general populations in Gothenburg. The multidisciplinary H70 studies (longitudinal gerontological and geriatric
studies) were used for paper | and lll. The 95+ study for paper Il and the Prospective Population Study of
Women were used for paper IV.

Methods: H70 studies started in 1971-72 with the aim of studying health and health related factors in a
population of 70-year-olds. 70-year-olds were also examined in 1976-77, 1992-93, and 2000-2001. Total
n=1 506 eligible for examination. The study on 97-year-olds comprises those born between July 1, 1901 and
December 31, 1909. Eligible for the study was n=911, among those n=591 participated (response rate 64.9%).
Study IV is part of the Prospective Population Study of Women. In 1968-69, a representative systematically
selected sample of 710 women aged 38 years (born 1930), 46 years (born 1922), and 50 years (born 1918). All
studies included physical and psychiatric examinations. Individuals with dementia were excluded in the analysis
of sexuality. All studies are based on representative population living in Gothenburg, systematically obtained
from the Swedish Population Register.

Results: Paper | and Ill In the time period 1971-2 and 2000-1, sexual activity in men increased from 47% to 66%,
and in women 12% to 34%. Sexual activity was related to positive attitude toward sexuality, having a very
happy relationship, having a physically and mentally healthy partner, being married or cohabiting. Paper I
Almost half of the sample had a positive attitude towards sexuality and considered it to be normal for people at
their own age to have sexual interest and needs. 88% of the men and 82% of the women considered questions
on sexuality in a health survey to be positive and natural. Paper IV Sexuality in middle-aged and older women is
dependent on a number of basic conditions, such as general well-being, physical and mental health and quality
of the relationship or life situation.

Conclusion: Quantity and quality of sexual experiences among 70 year olds improved over a 30 year study
period. It is important to have a multifactorial, a multidisciplinary approach in the exploration of mid- and late
life sexuality. A great majority find it natural to include questions on sexuality in health examinations why
health professionals should not hesitate to ask about sexual concerns despite age.
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