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Theimportance of sex, and the meaning of sex and sexual pleasure for men aged 60 and
older who engage in heterosexual relationships: Findings from a qualitative interview

study

Fileborn, B., Hinchliff, S., Lyons, A., Heywood, W., Minichiello, V., Brown, G., Malta, S., Barrett, C. &
Crameri, C. (In press). The importance of sex, and the meaning of sex and sexual pleasure for men
aged 60 and older: Findings from a qualitative interview study. Archives of Sexual Behavior

ABSTRACT

That many older individuals continue to engage in varioussaf sexual expression
well into later life is now well established in the litenad. To date, however, only a small
body of qualitative research has examined older men’s experiences and understandings of sex
in later life. Likewise, the ways in which older men’s discussions on sex may be used as an
avenue for‘doing” masculinity remains underexplored. Older men are paatiguhteresting
in this regard, as they inhabit an increasingly subordinadsiion in relation to hegemonic
masculine ideals because of their age. To what extent thigHtmit or, alternatively, open
up the possibilities for sexual expression and subjectivitgter life? Drawing on a subset of
findings from Sex, Age & Me: a national study with Aadin women and men aged 60 and
older, data from qualitative interviews with 27 Australiaen are explored in this article.
The first Australian study of its kind, we argue that olshein who engage in heterosexual
relationships draw on a diverse and complex array of dis@positions regarding sex,
relationships and masculinity in making sense of their apees of sex in later life. Older
men are a heterogeneous group, and their experiences anstamdiegs of sex do not
simplistically follow “declin€’ or “success narratives of ageing. The findings of this

research build upon and extend emerging research illustth@ragentrality of intimacy to



older men’s sexual lives, while simultaneously highlighting the ways in which the body and

discursive constructions of sex intersect to shdg®a men’s sexual subjectivities.

Key words: masculinity; older men; sex; sexual pleasure; aging.

INTRODUCTION

Despite the popular perception that older people are asexuiakreasing body of
evidence illustrates this is far from being the case. Regesearch documents that many
individuals aged in their 60s, 70s and beyond continue to engag&ual activity of various
kinds well into later life, and that sexual identity remsamportant to many people across
their life course (Fileborn et al, 2015a, 2015b; Gott & Hinch#@iQ3; Gott, Hinchliff &
Galena, 2004; Jagus & Benbow, 2002; Kleinplatz et al, 2013; Miniclidlionmer &

Loxton, 2004). Rather than following a simplistic, linédecline’ model of reduced sexual
functioning, the sexual lives of older people are rich@mdplex. While there may indeed be
some shift in sexuaffunction’ or the types of sexual behaviours engaged in, this does not
necessarily equate to reduced sexual pleasure or desire.

An emerging body of critical sexualities work has betguohallenge and disrupt
models of sexual decline in later life, which privilege hetermative, penetrative sex and
youthful ideals of sexual practice. To date, howeverbtHie of this work has been
concerned with exploring and deconstructing the experiesfaglder women (Fileborn et al,
2015a, 2015b; Hinchliff & Gott, 2008), or with critiquing biomedical mMeadd sexual
functioning. With some notable exceptions, there has higle qualitative research
undertaken with older mean their experiences and understandings of sex and sexual
practices in later life, and the discursive positiomy ttiraw on in making sense of these. By

“discursive”, we refer to the dominant constructions of sex and sexual practices through our



written and verbal communications. In order to address thisggadraw on a subset of data
from Sex, Age & Me: a national study with Australian wanaed men aged 60 and older.
This study is the first of its kind in Australia, andarnationally one of the only large, mixed
methods studies of sexuality in later life. The findingsfarm in-depth qualitative
interviews with men who have heterosexual relationshijusare focused on their
experiences and understandings of sex and sexual pleasuder age. Specifically, in this
article we consider how older men define the conceptsxofsd sexual pleasure, the
importance they placen sex and sexual pleasure as they age, and the ways imtivlic
adjust their sexual practices to accommodate their gdpaidies or illness. Particular
attention is paid to the discursive positions these men dmnaw their discussions, which
were underpinned by complex, and at times contradictorgguiises on gender, sex and

relationships.

Men and Sexin Later Life

A great deal of research and discussion on sex inliigte- most of which has been
focused on the United States, Europe, and the United Kingdwam been concerned with
documenting that older people continue to have sex, aralisktag the links between good
health, quality of life and sexual activity (e.g., Cama&igeyes-Ortiz, 2005; Corona et al,
2010; DeLamater, 2012; DeLamater & Koepsel, 2015; Gott & Hinchliff, 2B@8aker &
DelLamater, 2013; Menard et al, 2015; Schick et al, 2010; Smih 2012; Waite et al,
2015; Wang et al, 2008). This body of research suggesta thajority of older men (and
women) remain sexually active through either penetrativeonfpenetrative sexual activity
although this tends to decline for thosédeepet old age (75-80 years oldBergstrom &
Nielsen, 1990; Corona et al, 20Xrraker & DeLamater, 2013; Schick et al, 2010). Older

men consistently express more interest and engagemseual activity than women



(though this is often linked to a lack of available sexual pastfor older women), and place
higher levels of importance on sex, although thisdg@odecline with age (Bergstrom &
Nielsen, 1990; DeLamater & Koepsel, 2015; Karraker & DeLamat3 Trudel et al,
2014; Waite et al, 2015; Wang et al, 2008). Older men alswtrijgher levels of subjective
sexual well-being in comparison to their female countésghaumann et al, 2006).
Beckman and colleagues’ (2014) Swedish research with four birth cohorts of 70 year old men
found that sexual activity increased from 47% to 66% fraeml®i71-1972 to 2000-2001
cohorts. This suggests not only that many older men reregiraby active and that sex
remains important as they age, but also that the propatiolkder men who are sexually
active is increasing over time.

Studies conducted to date across the U.S., U.K., and Europé¢dmaled to take a
narrow view of what constitutésexual activity, often limiting this definition to penetrative
and penign-vagina intercourse, or acts that otherwise requirgeat and hard penis (e.g.,
Beckman et al, 2014; Camacho & Reyes-Ortiz, 20@8 et al, 2015; Messaoudi et al, 2011
Smith et al, 2012. See Gilbert et al, 2013; Sandberg,; 208dher et al, 2013 in support of
this clain). It is not clear that such narrow definitions refldwat tvays in which older men
themselves understand sea matter that we investigate further in this article. @/hil
gualitative research conducted in the United States by Ladbealeagues (2012) found
that older heterosexual couples defined sex as congifaginetrative vaginal intercourse,
others have found that older individuals decentre the irapoetof penetrative sex in later
life (see below). Likewise, there has been a preocaupatith a bio-medical perspective of
sexual‘functioning’ in later life at the expense of considering the qualitg pleasure of
sexual encounters, and the role of social and culturaisin governing sexual expression

(Arrington, 2000; DeLamater, 2012; DeLamater & Koepsel, 2015; DetaargaStill, 2005



Gilbert et al, 2013; Hughes, 2011; Mamo & Fishman, 2001; Marshall, 20412ard et al,
2015; Potts, 2000; Sandberg, 2015)

It has been argued that existing research has tendedtiorpasi in later life within
two seemingly contradictory discourses. The first o$¢he@ews (heterosexual) sex as part of
the“healthy’ or “successful ageing agenda where remainingyouthful’ (or middle-aged)
becomes a signifier of having ag&dell” (Calasanti & King, 2003Hinchliff & Gott, 2008;
Marshall, 2012; Menard et al, 2015; Sandberg, 2013a, 2015). Thehathef this binary
depicts sex in later life as part of@ecliné’ model of ageing, where older people’s sexuality
is positioned aSless thaii that of their younger counterparts. Here, sexual desitesisribed
asgradually tapering off as we grow older and slide if@sexuality (Jagus & Benbow,

2002; Menard et al, 2015). For instance, changes in sexuaibfuias we age are constructed
as dysfunctional (see, for example, Camacho & Reyes-Q&i5; Corona et al, 2010; Lee et
al, 2015), implying a departure from an optimally functionaltifful norm (Loe, 2001

Potts, 2000; Trudel et al, 2014). Although these discursive gosithay initially seem
contradictory, they in fact both work to valorise yoat the expense of the experiences and
material realities of older people (Calasanti & King, 200tdberg, 2013b; Thorpe,
Fileborn & Hurd-Clarke, in press)

Additionally, as Menard and colleagues (2015) argue, this biforcafibodies as
either“functional’ or “dysfunctional serves to limit the possibilities of sexual expression,
meaning and pleasure in later life (see also Potts, 200@p8ey, 2013a, 2013b, 2015). Such
astance also fails to reflect the experiences of at l@me people in later life. For example,
partidpants in Menard et al.’s qualitative Canadian study on optimal sexual experiences
reported thattheir sexual experiences had steadily improved in quality tivedr lifetimes,
with “great’ sex requiring the development of skills through experigneavledge of one’s

partner’s body and desires, and maturation (2015: 83). Optimal sexual experiences codtinue



to be experienced even in the face of so-called sédiféiculties” or “dysfunctiory.

Likewise, based on the findings of their quantitative @araresearch, Trudel et al., (2014:
e45) observe thathe concept of sexuality, sexual desire and sexual sakisfahianges as
we age; with a shift away from an emphasis on genital-based saxgtigities (see also
Helmes & Chapman, 2012; McCarthy, Farr & McDonald, 2013; Yee, 20bdpe et al
(2012) also report that the sexual experiences of tmidter life couples are characterised
by change, though the ways in which this change is understo@dl depending on the
couples stage in the life course. For instance, all couples in Lodge et al’s (2012) U.S-based
gualitative study reported a decline in sexual frequendyai increase in the quality of their
sexual encounters. Some participants indicated that dloeyl fchanges in their sexual lives
distressing when they failed to adhere to gender-based no(hsterfo)sexuality within
marriage. Older couples in their sample tended to enmgghasiotional intimacy, rather than
sex, within their relationships particularly if they wato longer able to have penetrative
intercourseSandberg’s (2013a) research with older Swedish men also found that older men
renegotiated the significance of an erection and penetratercourse to sex, instead
emphasising the importance afiimacy. For Sandberg’s participants, this in some respects
opened up the space to take up different sexual subjectivities.

Sandberg (2013a, 2015) contends that it is more productivextemmalise older
sexuality as different rather thdather’ to a youthful sexuality; a concept she refers to as
“affirmative old agée’. This approach seeks to affirnettliversity of sexual practices in later
life, while acknowledging the material realities of ageing badidis is achieved through the
construction of older sex as the continual productiagifedrence, andn seeking to vale
equally all forms of sexual expression/non-expressiorerdtian reinforcing thésexy
oldie”/ “asexudl binary. Affirmative old age enables us‘tffirm the differences that ageing

bodies produce without understanding them as involving declitesgir(Sandberg, 2013b:



26). However, it is important to note that seeking to valuectimsinual production of
difference does not equate to treating the sexual praetntetalk of older people un-
critically, or as existing within a social and culturatuum (Thorpe, Fileborn, & Hurd-

Clarke, in-press).

Hegemonic M asculinities and Sex/Sexuality

The way we talk about sex, and sexual identity, is ineatihiclinked to gender
performance (Bertone & Camoletto, 2009; Sandberg, 2015). Our sisessabout sex and
our sexual practices are shaped by, and used as a meanswhijpgy,four gender and,
more specifically in the context of this article, masuty(s). There is a pressing need to
consider the ways in which dominant norms of masculimitynegemonic masculinity, shape
the experiences and beliefs of older men about sex.déowider men position their own
experiences in relation to hegemonic masculine norms abrainsl sexuality, and in what
ways might they challenge and resist these, particudartyey are increasingly unable to
adhere to a hegemonic masculinity that is based upon ybbtdies and youthful
sexualities (Calasanti, 2004; Calasanti & King, 2005; Fleming, 199$gé. & Umberson,
2013; Spector-Mersel, 2006)?

Following Butler (1990) and West and Zimmerman (1989), we view gexsituid
and situated. Rather than having some underlying, essentiatadohel basis, gender is
constantly in the process of beitfgccomplished or “performed through our speech,
clothing and corporeal presentation, bodily movements, amal pthctices, including sexual
ones (Johnson Jr, 2010). Yet, while gender may be fluid andlaudbés does not mean that
it is experienced or performed in an unrestrained way.gendered performances continue
to be shaped and constrained by structural forces and andialltural norms, and in

conversation with the materiality of the body (Cdhr2005; Doull et al, 2013; Drummond,



2011; Fleming, 1999; Hilario, 2015; Johnsty2010). Not all gendered performances or
accomplishments are created equal. When it comes to Inggceertain expressions and
ways of“being’ a man are valued more than others. Connell termShbgemonic
masculinity’: the version of masculinity that is valorised within atialar setting at the
expense of other, subordinated masculinities (Connell & &tesbmidt, 2005). While very
few men in reality meet the ideals of hegemonic masculiiity the standard against which
all masculinities are judged, and even those men wh@dadhere to this standard may be
complicit in maintaining hegemonic norms.

In relation to sexuality and sexual behaviour, hegemonit (@teronormative)
masculinity can be performed by younger men thrd@yloiding emotional relationships,
pursuing sexual pleasure selfishly, and participating in a eultisexual triumphs(Barrios
& Lundquist, 2012). Hegemonic masculinity positions young meseagally aggressive,
dominant, and experienced, particularly in relation to aipaschaste female sexuality
(Doull et al, 2013; Philaretou & Allen, 2001)although this can vary across relationship
contexts (Elmerstig et al, 2014). Flood (2008) argues #tardsexual sexual activity is
central to being seen as suitabigasculine: The penis (and particularly the erect
ejaculating penis), Broom (2004: 84) suggests, can be consitieradatsic “source” of
heterosexual masculinity...and male-female intercoursg(see also Calasanti, 2004; Calasanti
& King, 2005; Elmerstig et al, 2014; Gilbert et al, 2013; Hughes, 2011sdoh2010; Loe,
2001; Philaretou & Allen, 2001; Potts, 2000his hegemonic masculine sexual performance
is typically constructed as‘@atural? overpowering biological drive within dominant
discourses, which results in men being the relentlessignarsf sex, with women as their
passive targets (Bertone & Camoletto, 2008moletto & Bertone, 2010; Potts, 2000

To date, however, the majority of work carried out orseundinities and sexuality has

focused on younger men. We know comparatively little abmitvays in which older men



construct and perform their masculinity, whether in seauakher contexts (Alex et al, 2008
Bertone & Camoletto, 2009; Calasanti, 2004; Calasanti & King, ;Z0l@8ning, 1999
Hughes, 2011; Lodge & Umberson, 2013; Spector-Mersel,)28@8earch conducted to date
illustrates the ways in which hegemonic norms regarding madlies and heterosexuality
shape men’s embodied experiences of their ageing bodies. Lodge and Umberson’s (2013)
gualitative research with middle-aged men in the UniteteSidustrates that men can
experience corporeal changes (such as difficulties achiavirgection) as distressing as
they signal a failure to adhere to the hegemonic mascudimasndiscussed previously, thus
challenging their status dmasculing (see also Lodge et al, 2012). These men largely
continued to adhere to essentialist, hegemonic norms regandile sexuality, which Lodge
and Umberson (2013, p.230) argue may be operating as an dtterpptect and defend a
masculine identity in respee to the threat that aging bodies...pose to that identity.” In
contrast, participants in Sandberg’s (2013a, p.272) Swedish research were able to reinterpret
changes in erectile dysfunction through the lenetoming a better man, [and] a reshaping
of desirable masculinityenabling them to avoid experiencing such changes as asslisgye
loss. The seemingly stark differences in these finding# pmthe potential for cultural and
social context as playing a mediating role in how mgredgnce their ageing, sexual bodies
and the specific experiences of older Australian menireoreder-examined in the current
literature

The type of hegemonic masculinity thawalorised, and the qualities this entalils, is
contextually, culturally, and temporally specific (Lodge eR@ll2; Spector-Mersel, 2006)
Thus, we cannot assume that the same hegemonic mascuforenpeces will be valued
across different countries, cultural groups, socio-ecangnoups, age groups and so-oor
that men within and across these groups will have the resonecessary to perform

hegemonic masculine ideals (Calasanti, 2004; Calasanti & Ri@f; Drummond, 2011
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Johnson Jr, 2010; Philaretou & Allen, 200/9r this reason it is important to consider the
specific experiences of older Australian men as older amhfo examine the ways in which
“old age intersects with other systems of privilege and ogipréqCalasanti, 2004: s306
see also Arrington, 2000, 2003; Fleming, 1999; Lodge & Umberson, .ZDA&)is, we must
take into account the ways in which age and gender co-taastne another. The findings
contained herein therefore provide a valuable additiohisdield of research.

The men who participated in our study largedgne of agéin the“sexual revolution
of the 1960s and 70s in Australia and other Western courigasficant shifts in sexual
practices, attitudes and scripts occurred during and aftetirtie— although the true extent
of this change has been contested and debated. Nonetti@esgn in this study have likely
lived through significant change regarding gender and sealesl and norms, and their
sexual practices and attitudes are situated within these veoiepeting, and often-
contradictory discourses. As Bertone and Camoletto (2009: 378jvahghese shiftshave
implications for the way in which they [older mémo” their masculinitie$, with many of
the men in their qualitative study of middle-age Italian miexwing on a complex
“patchwork of traditional and contemporary sexual scripts and nhagdes. Alternatively,
Spector-Mersel (2006: 68) contends that there i&@Bsence of cultural guidelines for being
both a“true’ man and an aging persdiWhile Spector-Mersel suggests that this contributes
towards something of an identity crisis‘@trugglé’ for older men, we should also question
the extent to which this supposed lack of age-specific norigist nm fact open up
possibilities for older men in terms of the subject posgithey assume.

For older men, the interplay between masculinities, diéx@and health are
particularly important to consider, as illness or shiftsadily functions can pos& serious

threat to men’s gendered sense of self” (Calasanti, 2004: s311; see also Broom, 2004; Gilbert

1 «Came of agerefers to when these men became socially and legabhgnésed adults.
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et al, 2013; Ussher et al, 2013). While we do not wish to perpetleténe’ narratives of
ageing, it nonetheless remains important to acknowledgeadteriai realities of ageing
bodies (Calasanti & King, 2005; DeLamater & Koepsel, 2015; Fignii999; Gilbert et al,
2013; Sandberg, 2013a, 2013b). Part of these material reali@svcdve the increasing
likelihood of facing ill-health and diseaseith subsequent implications for men’s sense of
masculinity for example due to changes in erectile fanctg (Arrington, 2000; Broom,
2004; Messaoudi et al, 2011; Philaretou & Allen, 2001; Potts, 2000; Sad®13Db).
Retaining (or medically generating) the ability to engage mepative intercourse in later
life can represent means of successfully performing one’s masculinity (Gilbert et al, 2013;
Johnson Jr, 2010; Potts, 2000), as well as a means of‘thuiogessful ageing. Such
discourses perpetuate bio-medical models of sex and dergtbning, wheré‘'sexX’
requires an erect penis, occluding other forms of sexmkession and pleasure (Gilbert et al,
2013; Potts, 2000; Sandberg, 201&though older men and women also renegotiate the
importance of and meanings assigned to sex, or taketstagdgist their sexual practices to
accommodate for illness or ageing bodies (Arrington, 20i&hdin et al, 2015a; Gott &
Hinchliff, 2003; Hughes, 2011; Sandberg, 2013a, 2013b, 2015; Ussher et al, RIS
older men are also able to challenge these dominant norses ahd masculinity, as much
as they may be constrained by them.

Together, the discussion here illustrates that a rahgenapeting discourses on
masculinity, sex, relationships antfler age may intersect to shape older men’s experiences
of sex in later life. Our research seeks to extend cutheoretical and empirical work by
examining the ways in which a diverse sample of olderrali@h men who engage in
heterosexual relationships negotiate this complexradictory, and fluid discursive web

relating to masculinity, ageing bodies, and sex in later life.
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METHOD

This paper draws on the findings from 27 a@meene, semi-structured interviews with
Australian men who engage in heterosexual relationsigipd @0 years and older conducted
from August 2015 to January 2016. These interviews form a sufdd&taofrom a larger
study that sought to explore older Australians’ (including women’s) sexual practices, and
knowledge of sexually transmitted infections and safer-sdmcdapproval was received
from the [Institution] Human Research Ethics Commitiger to the commencement of the
research. Participants for the interviews were resuititrough a survey conducted in the first
phase of the study. Although the survey was available onlthéndmard copy, all interview
participants were recruited through the online survey as ordyyasmall number of hard
copy surveys were returned. Survey participants who werestésl in taking part in an
interview were asked to provide their name and contact efntotal of 517 individuals
expressed interest in taking part in an interview. A randample of 175 men and women
were contacted via email with further information, andengsked to contact the interviewer
(Author 1) if they would like to participat&he total number of interviews conducted was
dependent on data saturation. Twenty-nine interviews dtr anen were conducted in
total.

The men were in a diverse range of relationship typtgedime of interview: 13
were married; 6 were in a relationship; 5 were single; € weopen-relationships or had
multiple partners; and 1 was a widernvOne participant was currently studying in higher
education, 8 were employed, 6 were semi-retired (still engagedmall amount of paid
employment each week), and 14 were retired. While we did nohebuask participants
about their educational background, many participants nmettibaving undertaken higher
education, and described being employed (currently or previansijlled or professional

employment. Given the previous lack of research on this,tpprticularly within Australia
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we purposefully sought to recruit a diverse sample of méerséban honing in on any
particular sub-group.

The interviews were conducted by the first-named authgouag woman, either by
phone (n=23), Skype (n=5), or fateface (n=1) depending on tperticipant’s preference
and geographical location. While conducting interviews by phi@s been associated with
lower quality data (Holt, 2010), given the sensitive natur@spécts of this project it was
important for participants to be afforded a level of colmdver their mode of participation
(see also, Hanna, 2012; Holt, 2Q0T0ier-Bieniek, 2012). Additionally, there is some
evidence to suggest that telephone interviews can conttdwgeds increased participant
comfort in discussing potentially sensitive topics, fxaraple because they afford a greater
sense of anonymity (Novick, 2011; Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004; Tremidk, 2012 Novick
also contends that there is little evidence to supportahemthat telephone interviews result
in lower quality dataand this is further supported by Holt’s (2010) experiences in conducting
gualitative phone interviews. Similarly, Hanna (2012, p.241) artha¢sconducting
interviews over Skype can also provide a practical atento faceto-face interviews by
providing “not only synchronous interaction between the researcthaigarticipant” while
also overcoming criticisms of phone intervievessociated with losing visual and
interpersonal aspects of the interactiowhile both Hanna (2012) and Holt (2010) note that
Skype and phone interviews come with their own partiatiatlenges and benefits, there
appears to be little evidence to suggest that they genevate duality data.

The interview schedule focused on participants’ understandings of sex and sexual
satisfaction, how important sex and sexual satisfaetene to them, their understandings of
safer sex and the safer sex practices they use hitlpiseeking practices, and background
demographic information. As the interviews took a semi-gtred approach, additional lines

of questioning were taken based upon the unique issues raisathimgerview. On average,
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the interviews took 30-60 minutes to complete. Each interviewdiggtslly-recorded and
transcribed by a professional service. The transonpte de-identified, and participants
were assigned pseudonyms.

The qualitative data were analysed using the software pabRage. A thematic
analysis was undertaken following Ezzy (2002) and Braun and G20Ké). The first-
named author conducted the primary analysis. This processeadvan initial close reading
and initial coding of the transcripts. Notes were madetiig@rg emerging themes, using the
interview questions and core study aims (e.g., discoursesxamnd relationships,
understandings of safer sex) as initial code categdnesvo codes were also identified
throughout this process based on emergent themes and patitéin the data. This process
was then repeated in NVivo, with the data sorted into emdesub-code categories.
Particular attention was paid to the recurrent themes dtefsin the data, but also to cases
that contradicted, complicated or otherwise sat outsidleeolominant thematic categories.
This enabledis to account for the complexity and nuance in older people’s experiences. A
random sample of interview transcripts (n=10) was indepélydmded by X-named author
to ensure the validity of the coding. Both coders agredtiethemes, with no coding
differences identifiedA total of 26 themes were identified, 4 of which we disdnghis
paper. Namely, these interlinking themes &vihat is seX (6 codes, 2 sub-codes);
“Importance of sex(7 codes);'Sexual satisfactioh(11 codes); andDiscourses on s&x4

codes).

RESULTS
What is Sex?

Physical Behaviour Broad or Hierarchical Definitions
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Participants were asked to reflect on what the teew’ meant to them. In terms of
the physical acts that constitute sex, participants’ responses fell into the overarching
categories ofbroad’ or “hierarchicdl definitions of sex:‘Broad’ definitions of sex were
typically inclusive in terms of the scope of behavidbeg participants counted as being sex.
These participants generally rejeddiscourses that privileged penetrative intercourse as
being‘“real’ sex. Herman (65yr, heterosexual, married 40yearsgx@mmple, commented
that it was challenging to define sex becatise wide ranging, and | suppose in society
when people talk about sex it's sexual intercourse, thurtK it's...a lot more than that.

For participants who drew on broad discursive positiongad often the intention and
meaning assigned to a behaviour that rendered it sexual. Foahkiesex was about having
an“intimate’ connection with someone. Kane (63yr, heterosexualretationship 3
months) described partnered sex as involving exploratideaoh other’s bodies and
arousing eachther’s passions and...fulfilling each other’s needs and desires,” rather than
relying on a particular set of behaviours or practices

Several participants defined sex as involving multiple cavapts, of which physical
behaviour was only one part. Shane (72yr, heterosexuaieth&@ years), for example,
viewed sex aSa bodily biological drive...something to be enjoyed...something that can be
very much used in a relationship to affirm both yourself and...the other person.” For Shane,
sex included‘everything that is beyond sogi&t generally accepted physical contact.
Shane’s own sexual practices consisted of a rich fantasy life, which included both
heterosexual and homosexual elements, and masturbddaiso engaged in fondling and
cuddling with his wife, who had been unable to engage in @ivetsex for approximately
30 years due to a health condition. Another participant, R§ayr, heterosexual, single)

saw sex as involving emotional, intellectual, and physitahacy.
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Relatedly, for participants who drew on broader understgsdiwhat‘counted as
sex was often highly context-dependent. That is, the sahevlours could be either sexual
or not (or occupy some space between sexual/not-sele@dnding upon the context in
which they occurred, ghindividuals involved, and the intent, meaning, and qualitiebef
behaviour. This distinction was most apparent in participants’ responses to a question on
whether acts such as kissing or cuddling could be consideredl sEor instance, Vaughn
(71yr, heterosexual, in a relationship 8 years) diffea¢ed between platonic and sexual
kissing based on the corporeal locations “fmrdy map) of the kiss and its temporal qualities
(e.g., a brief‘peck’ as compared to a lingerirfiguzzle’).

In contrast, a minority of participants discussedisenore hierarchical terms, where
certain acts were classified and ordered according topgbeieived level of sexual intensity
Such constructions typically drew on the notion that petietrantercourse constituteéateal’
sex. This was encapsulated in Finn’s (60yr, heterosexual, widav 1 year) assertion that sex
is when“a man gets an erection of his penis and he inserts i fikmale’s vagina.” These
sexual hierarchies at times also reflected Rubin’s (1992) concept of the “charmed circlé of
sexual acts. That is, certain sexual practices appeabsdconstructed @mcceptablg
respectable gmormal’ in comparison to others. For instance, Brendan (7 &yerbsexual,
married 43 years) said in discussing his sexual pragctitese’s nothing unusual in other
words there’s no anal sex or anything like that, it’s just pure straight standard intercourse.”
Brendan appears to be constructing a hierarchy here betwesnal’ and“unusual sexual
practices, with anal sex positioned as different tetarosexual norm.

Hierarchical definitions tended to focus more stronglglassifying sexual
behaviours. As a result, sex was often defined by theseipants in a binary way, with
certain behaviours either counting or not as sex. Adaimwtas often clearly reflected in

these participants’ responses to whether kissing and cuddling “count’ as sex:
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Well as a sex act’é physical intercourse, which probably includesal
and genital sex, but I wouldn’t count kissing,...cuddling..as sex acts. They can

be other sort of social gestures. (Norman, 69yr, he¢sxal, married 14 years)

While participants such as Shane embraced masturbatéoocs component of his
sexual practices, and did not construct this as béass thai penetrative sex, for other
participants this was not the case. Xavier (65yr, heteuagemarried 42 years), for example,
described masturbation &sot as satisfyingas partnered sex, though it was still a regular

part of his sexual repertoire.

Sex as Intimacy and Bonding

A common theme in our participants’ responses, hinted at earlier in our discussion,
was the centrality of intimacy and bonding in understagglof what sexis”. In these
discussions, sex was definidrelation to its emotional rather than physical qualities
though these were often seen as being intertwined andiafooming one another. For
Aiden (63yr, heterosexual, in a relationship 6 yearsyadrtimacy (broadly defined) was
an essential component of his romantic relationshipswatinen“because | thinktis just
such a bonding experienteeveral participants defined sex as a physical manifesiatio
expression of love, although one participant, George (68terdsexual, in an open
relationship 10 years), contested the linking of sex wvathantic love stating that there s
huge difference between loving somebody and having sex evitklzody’ Jack (64yr,
heterosexual, married 7years) constructed sex ascéuse form of communication
between partners in that it‘isomething that’s private and understood between the two of

you.”
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Another participant, Leroy (73yr, heterosexual, in atrehship, 12 years)

understood sex as:

Just a part of a relationship in the sense.thiais about trust and’s
about sharing something very intimate with each otherpaimd) able to share
one’s feelings, thoughts, fears, anxieties, being able to talk about doing things,

exploring really.

Sex is arguably constructed here &satural extensichof trusting relationships.
Participants commonly drew on discourses that positv@ase component of romantic love,
where sex was a form of vulnerability and exposure, anditbign stark contrast to
hegemonic ideals of invulnerability and emotiotstiengtfi or stoicism. However, as
Sandberg (2013b) argues, this linking of sex with intimdsy aorks to construct a norm of
respectable heterosexuality (and, by extension, respeatabtaulinity) for older men.

Aaron (65yr, heterosexual, single) used his discussinisew as an avenue of
performing and establishing his masculinity in opposition to \whagaw as an unrefined and

out-dated masculinity centred on male pleasure:

The male dinosaurs as | call them that think sexastimpy pumpy that
lasts 20 secondslet’s face it, you can go to a prostitute and get that, or you ca
get your right hand and go for it. Not interestiéts more than that,’# the
intimacy, it's the knowing that your partner is both caring and lovirdyyeou feel

completely at ese
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Aaron appears to reject traditional masculine ideals>€tsatred on male pleasure,
in favour of an ideal based on intimacy. He also discubaging erectile dysfunction, so it is
possible that this shift away from penetrative sex to intynaanxl care provided a framework
for Aaron to make sense of these physiological chamgelsto maintain his masculine
identity by displacing hegemonic norms with intimacy-bas&ans. This shift may also
enable Aaron to obtain sexual pleasure outside the csrdginghallocentric models of sex.
However, Aaron’s comments could be read as constructing another hierarchical model of sex
which works to privilege intimacy at the expense of‘flesset acts of masturbation or

engaging sex workers.

Change Over Time

Participants were asked to reflect on whether their utadetimgs of sex had changed
over time, with a minority reporting that their undargtings had shifted as they aged. While
the reasons for these shifts varied, they typicallyredron the diversification and refining of
their sexual practices that came with age and experigmednfluence of learning
opportunities throughout adulthood (which also enabled this dicat®n and refinement of
sexual practice), and physical changes and ill-health.

The vast majority of participants reflected on thatkah education they received
about sex and sexual pleasure when they were youngaentég earlier, participants came of
age in an era where sex was largely considered taboo,exithlsnorms centring on
procreation and male pleasure. Participants variablytregoeceiving messages that sex was
“dirty” or “shameful; that it belonged in the confines of monogamous hetenasexarriage,
or they were simply not told anything at all. For severaligigetnts, this subsequently
involved a process 6iinlearning and re-educating themselves about sex across their adult

lives. Shane (72yr, heterosexual, married 50 years)xéomgle, discussed how his
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university education and ongoing engagement with theory aadrotson sex and sexuality
enabled him to begin to question and challengé@aholic dgma that we’d
been...indoctrinated with” as a child. For Shane, this enabled him to critique Catleticas
mores on homosexuality, and opened up the space for himitotbexxplore his own
homosexual desires through fantasy, though he still idexhiais heterosexual. Shane
experience illustrates that the ways in which sex is défamel understood, and the discursive
positions drawn on, can shift and evolve over time. Tisenet necessarily one subject
position that men take up in relation to masculinity aed and coming into older age can
create the opportunity to step away from more normatripts.

Aiden (63yr, heterosexual, in a relationship 6 years)atefteon how, for him, sex
had become more pleasurable as he got older. Similarlytioipants in Menard et al’s
(2015) study, Aiden thought that his sexual skills had improved imryanga time and
practice, in comparison to his youth when he was “bloody hopeless.” Additionally, no longer
having to worry about issues such as pregnamemt that sex was now “more relaxed and
just easy and nicé.

Another participant linked shifts in his sexual practiceséocorporeal changes that
can accompany ageing. For Wesley (69yr, heterosexualesinlgler age was viewed less as
an opportunity to open up sexual possibilities. Instead, Wésleed changes to his sexual
practices as being abotéxpectations, and as you get older your expectation obviously
becomes a lot more realistic in line with your age, ynat condition”” As Wesley saidl
suppose sex to me now means...being physically intimate but not necessarily you know the
sex act itself. Rather than representing an opportunity to engage in dnggese (and,
potentially pleasurable) sexual activities, for Wesleyshift from penetrative sex to
“physical intimacy was met with a sense of implied resignation or loggflicts the

limitations or“realities’ of his ageing body, rather than a space for exploration
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For other participants, their sexual practices and defimgtof sex shifted after
significant illness. Marty (77yr, heterosexual, in atielship 22 years) discussed how
having a radical prostatectomy had left him unable to achievesation. As a result, he and
his wife adjusted their sexual practices away from patietrto a focus on oral sex and
frottagé. While Marty expressed a sense of loss and regret, sdyihtike it better if | could
have erectiond,he also renegotiated the importance of penetrativasgrobably a small
price to pay for not dying of prostate cant&xnother participant, Ben (77yr, heterosexual,
married 50 years), who had also had a radical prostatee®pngssed frustration at having
to “fiddle around to be able to get an erecticamd that he was “a bit sick of doing all that.”
As a result, his sexual practices now centred on digitaugation (Ben did not further
elaborate on what this entailed). Both Marty and Benmteeg¢he importance of being able to

achieve an erection in tinesexual lives- though Marty is clearly ambivalent here.

How Important is Sex?

Participants were asked to reflect on the importansexfo them. There was
considerable variation with regards to the importance assigned to sex, and the reasons
they provided for this. Responses were complex and highlyxtespendent, and the
importance varied on a continuum from highly important to leserial than it had been in
the past.

For the majority of participants, sex was describechassaential or highly important
aspect of their lives. For Aaron (65yr, heterosexuagls), sex was an essential component

of “being a matt

So what’s important about it to you, why is it important?

2 «Frottagé refers to the practice of rubbing bodies (usually clbyfagainst each other as a form of sexual
pleasure and satisfaction.
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Why is it important, what sort of question is that? It mkedi what a man is,

doesn’t it?

There is some tension here with Aaron’s earlier comments where he appeared to
distance himself from certain aspects of hegemonic madguliere, he draws on the
stereotypical notion that heterosexual sex is a kdy@gt through which masculinity is
“done” Aaron also discussed having erectile dysfunction. it beathat Aaron sought to
reject or place less importance upon aspects of masguhat do not accord with his
embodied experiences of sex (e.g., the notion“tleat” sex requires an erect penis and
penetration), while simultaneously making claims to centredlimvithin hegemonic
masculinity (e.g., that sex is integral‘toeing a mar). Similafly to Bertone and Camello’s
(2009) participants, Aaron draws on a complex array clidssve positions on sex and
masculinity in making sense of his experiences.

The importance of sex was also context and relatiorgdppndent. For example, Carl
(62yr, heterosexual, multiple relationships) was in {tamgn relationships with two different
partners (with both of these relationships spanning approXyrise/ears), and also had one
casual sexual partner. Carl lived with one of his lomgiteartners on a regular basis. Carl
commented that sex was more important for him withwitegartners that he did not live
with. Carl described how he managéle level of sexuality in the relationship with the
woman | live with downwards(that is, he had less frequent sexual interaction thith
partner) so that he was able to continue to manage havingga@arly with his other two
partners, one of whom he viewed as frequetieding sex. Relatedly, while Jack (64,
heterosexual, married 7 years) saw sex as very imgpha commented thait’s important
as a long term thing not a short term thinig, recognition that sexual desire and activity can

ebb and flow during different times preople’s lives. Such comments could be read as
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drawing on non-hegemonic norms in comparison to domir@gtauctions of male sexual
desire as enduring, consistent and strong.

The men attributed a range of reasons to the importdrsexpand these often
aligned closely with their definitions of what sexker example, participants commonly
stated that sex was important to them because ofi@srbonding and developing or
maintaining intimacy in a romantic relationship, and tarsher highlights the way in which
the concepts of intimacy and bonding wehtleough virtually all aspects of participants’
sexual lives. Ben (77yr, heterosexual, married 50 yeeflgcted that for him sex was
important“because yowe connecting at a very intimate way, | think that spréstdsother
parts of your relationship, and makes you both much clo$éis type of intimacy was often
seen as being different to other types of relationships.i$hs¢x was important because it
offered a“higher’ level of intimacy and closeness that could m®(or was not) provided
through platonic relationships.

For other participants, the importance of sex was apperémeir discussion on the
absence of partnered sex in their relationships. Leroy (BR8terosexual, in a relationship 12
years) expressed a sense of loss and sadness overvdeschibed as a lacklustre sexual
relationship with his long-term partnéthe importance of sex came through in Leroy’s
comment thatwe’re missing out on something is how I feel about it, and we’re missing out
on something that could be really good fun, and could enjoy leesseith” Leroy viewed
sex as important as it was an extension of trust, reapdainderstanding within a
relationship.

The perceived physical and psychological benefits of se& aleo commonly
mentioned as contributing to the importance that sex held in participants’ lives. Caleb (78yr,
heterosexual, married 30 years), for example, saids&hxaivaspacifying...calming, non-

stressful; while for Elijah (63yr, heterosexual, single/long-testent of sex worker) sex was
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important becausét’s fun, it’s enjoyable...gets rid of the stress.” Physical pleasure and
release were commonly mentioned. For instance, Jack, (@etgrosexual, married 7 years)
reported that sex was important to him becausepart of those pleasurable things that
make life worth living” Biological discourses were often drawn on in explaininy sex
was important. For instance, Marty (77yr, heterosexoal, relationship 22 years) said that
sex influenced his mood, which he attributedttee release of chemicals and oxytocin and
hormones’ Edwin (66yr, heterosexual, married 40 years) reportddsthawas important as
“you’re not angry...you know, grumpy old men disease...sexual frustration makes you angry
or something...so it’s very important I think.” Brendan (71yr, heterosexual, married 43
years) saw sex as beififindamental in the instinctive behaviour of people...it needs to be
expressed in some way.

In contrast to the view that sex was a highly important, tifunadamental part of life,
a minority of participants indicated that sex had bectas® important to them as they grew
older, or otherwise expressed some ambivalence about thecamgm of sex. For some
participants this meant situating their reduced intenest desire for sex within théecline’
discourse of sex in later life. Brian (62yr, heterasgxmarried 41 years) said that for him
sex is“not the be all and end all like it was when | was 23 o EdrVaughn (71yr,
heterosexual, in a relationship 8 years), his femaleg@avtas nowthe driving forcé in
their sexual relationship, &she has a very great sexual need, whereas I just don’t have that
anymore’ Vaughris comments work to perform a more subordinated masculinitygontrast
to hegemonic ideals where men are typically the active parsfisex, and women the
passive recipients or gatekeepers. Vaugtunrent relationship subverts this traditional
gendered script. By positioning sex as a biological or plogicel “need, Vaughn implies
that his desire for sex is something that is out of hisrabriHe is able to draw on decline

narratives, where sexual driteaturally’ wanes. At the same time, Vaughn also positions
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himself as having once adhered to hegemonic norms: he doeveat faxual need
anymore, suggesting that at one time he did have a suitabtyinassexual drive.

While participants such as Vaughn appeared to be at peacdevidsser importance
of sex in their lives, for Igor (78yr, heterosexual, neatrl5years) the decreasing importance
of sex was a process of resignation, rather tharptareee. Igor said that until recently he
considered sex to be a very important aspect of hiHigewife lived witha long-term
chronic iliness, and they had not had any form of sexualuemeofor many years. When
asked why sex was no longer important, he repfiesle worn down and accepted nothing’s
going to changé&.lgor described himself agetting around to accepting that this is what life

is, along with the other things that are...dropping off as you get older.”

What is Sexual Pleasure?

In seeking to examine how participants’ understood sexual pleasure, it was apparent
that most held complex and multifaceted understanding$af gonstitutes pleasure. While
we have separated out the common elements of sexualipgea the ensuing discussion, it
was often thig co-occurrence that made sex pleasurable. Again, the comizsonie
pleasurable sex were closely aligned with the ways in which participants’ understood and

defined sex.

Orgasm and Physical Pleasure

Unsurprisingly, orgasm was a common feature of participants’ discussions of what
makes sex pleasurable. As Paul (67yr, heterosexual.ech&3iyears) put itl think
ultimately [for] satisfaction, you’ve got to achieve your orgasm.” However, it is important to
note that it was rare for participants to focus solelyheir bwn sexual pleasure, with the vast

majority (including Paul) emphasising the importance of their partner’s sexual pleasure, and
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we return to this momentarily. For another participantsie(69yr, heterosexual, single)
orgasm was closely linked to ideas of what constitutes!’ sex. Wesley had experienced
erectile“dysfunctior? since his wife’s death a decade ago. While Wesley had adjusted his
views of sexual satisfaction somewhat, this was posti@sélesset in comparison to

penetrative intercourse and ejaculation:

If it didn’t sort of happen [getting an erection] and you just had a nice
intimate sort of encounter, then it was okay. .Baexual satisfaction really to

me is intercourse and of courséor reaching your climax.

In conjunction with orgasm, participants also identifiegeaeral sense of physical
satisfaction, relaxation and release as part of waliesisex pleasurable. As Xavier (65yr,
heterosexual, married 42 years) sdifl]’ve had really good sex I just lay back and just, it's
the most relaxed I’ve ever felt...I can just lay there for half an hour afterwards and hardly
move?” However, some participants challenged the centralityeobtbasm to sexual
pleasure. George (69yr, heterosexual, in an open relagiph6hjears), for example, argued

that orgasm alone was not sufficient for generatingcaadly satisfying experience:

If I have intercourse with somebody and it's extraorilinanexciting,
even though my penis might’ve had an orgasm, my brain has not had an orgasm

and therefore | can go away feeling disappointed.

George’s definition of sex was broad and involved multiple components, and these

subsequently informed the ways in which he understood sexaabLpée
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Mutual Pleasure

In contrast to the tradition&Western) sexual scripts that defined male sexual pleasure
when they were growing up, most of the men placed a fipportance on mutual sexual
pleasure within their partnered sexual relationships. thdeeas often giving someone else
pleasure that made sex satisfying. As Vaughn (71yrs,dsebanal, in a relationship 8 years)
said"the fact that someone else is enjoying it a lot and neadswvell is satisfying in itself of
course” Likewise, for George (69yrs, heterosexual, in an open relationship 10 years), sex
was satisfying “when | can get my partner well and truly pleasured befooenke¢then |
certainly feel much happier than otherwise.

The relationship between mutual pleasure, sexual scrigtsasculinity is a
somewhat ambiguous one. On the one hand, this focus opdteér’s pleasure could be
read as these men embracing a more egalitarian sexipd) and adopting forms of
masculinity based on sexual equality and mutual enjoymdmwrréitan male domination. On
the other hand, this can be read as a means of demmgssexual mastery and skill
(Bertone & Camoletto, 2009)a core component of hegemonic masculirignd this is
implied in George’s comments above. However, many of the men explicitly specified that it
was mutual enjoyment and equality that mademeasurable for them. For example, Kane
(63yr, heterosexual, in a relationship 3months) said vitteame to fellatid‘l don’t love it
that much, but it is important to me that you know thasaisething that my partner wants to
do. You know that we’re giving stuff to each othérThere is a clear focus here on sex as a

mutually enjoyed, negotiated encounter.

Bonding and Intimacy as Sexual Pleasure
As noted earlier, the concepts of bonding and intimacy wentral to many

participants’ understandings of what sex is, and why it is important. These also carried
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through to inform participants’ understandings of what makes sex pleasurable, and were a

strong focus of participants’ responses. For Xavier (65yr, heterosexual, married 42 years), sex
in a long-term monogamous relationship was key to sexusfeszton. Xavier said| think

it brings you closer, having sex with a life term partsetifferent than having sex with a one
night stand. I think it’s far more fulfilling.”

Consistent with the literature to date (Helmes & Chapr2@12; McCarthy, Farr &
McDonald, 2013; Trudel et al, 2014; Umberson et al, 2015; Yee, 2800 participants in
this study shifted their focus from orgasm to intimacy awa bf sexual satisfaction in later
life. Brendan (71yr, heterosexual, married 43 years)xXample, commented that for him
sexual pleasur&urns into more like stroking or a comfort thing, assegrthat your partner is
still a valuable persdirather than being driven by a strong sexual drive. LikeWissley
(69yr, heterosexual, single) remarked that his emphagistitied away from orgasm &
you can’t get to that point [orgasm]...then the emphasis is on the rest of it...so it
becomes...very important, the romantic side of it, and the touching”. However, as we saw
earlier, Wesley also placed a very strong focus omtpertance of orgasm and penetration
as constituting “real” sex, suggesting a degree of contradiction and complexity in his account

of sex and sexual pleasure in later life.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This article set out to explore the ways in which Ausirafinen aged 60 or older
understand and experience sex and sexual pleasure iliféatier line with our earlier
discussion of previous work on older men’s sexuality, men in our study engaged in a range of
competing discourse on masculinity, sex, relationshigsoéder age. While there were
certainly a number of dominant themes in our findings, the®not necessarily one way in

which older men werédoing’ sex and sexuality. That participants drew on diverse and,



29

occasionally, competing discursive positions was perhags cfearly illustrated through the
discussion on understandings of sex. Participants oftdrcbeplex— and at times
contradictory- understandings of what séis”, with a majority viewing sex as broad and
context-dependent. For others, sex was viewed in a moerdheral manner, often drawing
on stereotypical notions ¢feal’ sex involving penetrative intercourse. This tended to be
mirrored in participants’ understandings of sexual pleasure. For some, sexual pleasure was
about bonding, intimacy and closeness, while for otheeszahporeal, embodied pleasures of
orgasm were most central. Sex remained important to aitgagbparticipants, however for
others the importance of sex declined, or was less cémamalt was when they were
younger. These findings add to a growing body of work theltss challenge and disrupt
simplistic notions of sex in later life as a linearldecor, conversely, as youthfully sexual.
Instead, our research further illustrates the richness and complexity of men’s experiences of
sex in later life.

What do these findings tell us about masculinity and seyuallater life? The men
drewona complex array of discursive positions that could batter or open up the
opportunities for sexual pleasure. Importantly, the wiayshich older men make sense of
and approach sex in later life can be iterative (as detnadeg clearly in the example of
Shane). Experiences of sex and sexual identity in i&endve performative aspects to them
they are not always stable, essential or fixed in plabis opens up the potential for
embodied experiences and understandings to be done differehbugh the ability to do so
may be restrained by a range of structural forces atebado capital.

The findings presented here illustrate the complex and adamays in which
discourses on sex, ageing, and masculinity inform aedtwine with embodied experiences
of sex and material realities of the ageing body. Thacpéar sets of discourses that

participants drew on could, at times, play a fundamenkalimcshaping the ways in which
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they made sense of and negotiated sex in later lifticipants sexual subjectivities were
performed with reference to both hegemonic and non-hegerfarrsabordinated)
masculinitiesFor some, occupying a place of subordinated mascubp&ned up the space
for new encounters, pleasures, and experiences. Fosah#ts in their sexual relationships
and“function” could be experienced in a different wagnd the experiences of participants
with erectile“dysfunctior? provide a useful example here. Some men were able ¢ptatis
corporeal change through an emphasis on sexual scripfidntised intimacy, bonding
and mutual pleasure, while decentering the perceived imporbétice erect penis to sex
similar to participants in Hughes’ (2011) qualitative Australian work on older men with
prostate cancer. For other men, ED or other forms afedé&gecliné’ were indeed
experienced as distressing or as a loss, particulatigyfadhered to the notion that
penetration constitutétteal’ sex. In this respect, our findings add to and expand previous
research (e.g., Lodge et al, 2012), where men almost udiyergperienced ED as
distressing, and illustrate the importance of examinirgrseicting understandings of
sexuality, masculinity and the ageing body.

Others drew on or rejected different aspects of hegemascutinity based on their
own embodied experiences and material realities. Shabme older men simultaneously
performed their masculinity in hegemonic and non-hegemeays While discourses
around sexual decline in later life can be damaging to @rdexual expression, men in our
study also used this discourse to make sense of and c@oeeiet changes in their bodies as
they agedSimilar to participants in Bertone and Camoletto’s (2009) Italian research, our
participants drew on a complépatchwork of discursive positions and scripts, with
“traditional’ and“‘contemporary sexual norms, and hegemonic/non-hegemonic masculine
ideals all variably drawn upon in participants’ responses. Older men are thusricoleur$ in

their approach to doing masculinity and sex in later Tifeat is, they piece together disparat
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subject positions in order to establish or perform an ageasgufinity, perhaps as a result of
the absence of clear norms for being an older masuyggested by Spector-Mersel (2006).

In line with Sandberg’s (2013a, 2015) research, intimacy and bonding were central to
men’s understandings and experiences of sex in later life. Our research builds upon
Sandberg’s by demonstrating the ways in whidlete concepts underpinned men’s
understandings of what séis”, why sex is important, and what makes sex pleasurable.
Intimacy and bonding were often drawn on to account for wikgrahen continued to
engage in or desire sexual expression even in the @bséa biological‘drive” or
“functional’ penis. They allow men to simultaneously adhere to themthat their bodies
are in“decline? while also accounting for the fact that they remakuaébeings.

Research with younger men suggests that intimacy andrigpack important within
established relationships, while hegemonic norms around theifitgeon of women,
sexual prowess, and homosociality are drawn on when disgusssual sex (Elmerstig et al,
2014). Lodge et al (2012) found that American couplési@epy old age emphasised the
centrality of emotional intimacy, rather than sextheir relationships. Likewise, participants
in Umberson et & (2015, p. 552) American qualitative study on emotional intymac
couples reporteddeclining sexual frequency and increased emotional intimabytime”
and drew on a set of emotive practiceSrexefine the symbolic importance of sex in relation
to intimacy’ by constructing sex as less central to emotional irttymin contrast, our
participants drew on notions of intimacy and bondingrsegly regardless of the relationship
context, age, or physical sexd&lnction.” While the focus on bonding and intimacy can
certainly be read as a way in which older men sought to a¢gotiaterial changes to their
ageing bodies (such as ED or decreased desire fpraseksome men did reposition that
importance of sex (particularly penetrative sex) in theds, men in this study almost

universally identified intimacy and bonding as a fundamexttadponent of sex in a number
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of distinct wayslindeed, sex (broadly defined) was seen as central to dawglapd
maintaining intimacy within a relationship. Yet, the corpdrphysical pleasure of sex (such
as orgasm) remained central to men’s understandings of what makes sex pleasurable.
“Pleasurablesex occurred for many of our participants at the nexurgiafacy, bonding

and physical pleasure.

There was also no evidence that older men engage wittewomen as a form of
homosocial bonding, and many participants commented thatlithewt talk to their male
peers about sex. However, talk about sex was still an avena&ler men to‘do”
masculinity, albeit in occasionally different ways teithyounger counterparts. Our findings
regarding the importance of intimacy in later life supploose of Sandberg (2013a, 2015)
and Bertone and Camoletto (2009), where intimacy opens yptbatial for new ways of
being sexual in later life, enabling older men to take up & mhiverse range of masculine
performances and more diverse sexual practisehe same time, there was also some
evidence (as with Sandberg’s participants) that the norm of intimacy was replacing, rather
than disrupting, hierarchical sexual norms and subjedtiqus

As with all research, there were a number of limitagiwith the current study. The
participants who took part in this project were typically highly etiet, and comfortable
talking at length about sex. Theften openly questioned the extent to which they were
“like” their peers based on their willingness to discuss sex, Thigiterview findings must
be understood as the product of a particular context. érudiven that the researcher who
conducted the interviews was a young woman, it is importardrisider how this may have
shaped participants’ discussions on sex. We come from the position that taduabex is
performative, so it is thus important to consider who ttentted audience of this
performance was. For instance, we should question hoimtdrgiew context might have

shaped participants’ focus on mutual sexual pleasure, and intimacy and bonaimbhow or
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whether this would be different if the interviewer waserahd/or older (see also, Lodge &
Umberson, 2013). We sought to recruit a diverse sample of Aldgralians. While we do
not consider this a limitation per se given the exploratatyre of this study, future research
would benefit from undertaking a more focused analysis oicpéat groups of older men,

for example married men or single men. In other raspear sample was quite
homogeneous. For example, the majority of participants weiversity educated and/or
professionally employed (or were, prior to retirement). &@conomic and cultural
background shapes the ways in which masculinity is, obeaperformed (Connell &
Messerschmidt, 2005). For instance, Lodge and Umberson (2013, pr@26}tzat men

from relatively privileged social and cultural groups ‘arere likely to have social and
economic resources with which to mitigate the mostafising effectsof experiences of the
ageing body. This suggests that the transferability ofebwlts presented here to other
contexts is likely to be limited. As such, future reseahdul examine the experiences of
men from more diverse backgrounds (e.g., working class, neessity educated, gay men
and so forth Finally, as this research was concerned with exploringadth of topics
related to sex in later life, key themes relating to tstdedings of sex and sexuality were not
always interrogated in as much depth as they would haveittbey were the sole focus of
the study. This has posed some limitations in termseofiépth of the data generated, and
future studies may benefit from exploring these topiasnimre focused way than we were
able to.

This study is the first Australian research to intervéegualitative sample of older
men about sex and sexual pleasure. The findings add tooivengrbody of evidence that
sex remains an important component of life for many ofden. At the same time, the
experiences of our participants were diverse and comghekit is important to remain

cognisant of this. This highlights the importance of leadtre practitioners not to assume
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that older individuals aréasexual; and to engage in discussions on sexual wellbeing with
older clients where relevant to them. One of the nmgbrtant implications from this study
is that many older men challenge the phallocentric mddsgxg and therefore social
stereotypes of male sexuality reproduced through marketingrfectile enhancement
medications such as Viagra. Future studies that focusxoalggeasure antfunctioni’ in

later life should take such findings into consideratiokeliise, health care professionals
should seek to explore alternative sexual practiceetitaturage a sense of intimacy and
bonding with men experiencing erectfigysfunction; rather than relying solely on the use
of medications. Finally, there is a need to continuehtdlenge discourses that limit the
opportunities for pleasure and sexual expression inlisgewithout creating the pressure or
expectation that older men must be sexual. It is impofdamesearchers and health care
providers alike to remain mindfuaf the diversity of men’s experiences of, and the

importance assigned to, sex in later life. We do a disseteiolder men if we
unquestioningly pigeonhole them as either asexual or, cohyexs€youthfully” sexual,

rather than recognising and emhngcthe full diversity of men’s sexual expression.

Ethical approval: All procedures performed in studies involving human participants
were in accordance with the ethical standards of stéutional and/or national research
committee and with the 1964 Helsinki declaration and ies Rminendments or comparable
ethical standards. Informed consent was obtained fromdalidual participants included in

the study.
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