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Many older adults remain sexually active. Health care practitioners should ask all older adults how 
their sex lives have changed for them and, if so, how. By asking this question you can identify and 
address any sexual problems. (1) 
 

Consider the PLISSIT MODEL to guide discussion (2)
 

P Obtaining Permission from the client to initiate sexual discussion 
LI Providing the Limited Information needed to function sexually 
SS Giving Specific Suggestions for the individual to proceed with sexual relations 
IT Providing Intensive Therapy surrounding the issues of sexuality for that older adults 

 

Talking to older Adults about Sexual Health and Intimacy 

 Discuss sexuality with older adults in a safe private environment. 

 Display an understanding and accepting attitude to help promote a more comfortable discussion 
of sexuality.  

 Try to be sensitive to verbal and physical cues.  

 Don't assume that an older adult is heterosexual, no longer sexually active, or does not care 
about sex.  

 Consider asking open-ended questions such as "are you satisfied with your sex life?"  

 Consider approaching the discussion more obliquely, with allusions to changes that sometimes 
occur in a relationship. Follow their cues and adapt your approach. 

 Consider noting that older adults sometimes have concerns about their sex lives and then wait 
for a response. For example, "some people taking this medication have trouble... have you 
experienced anything like that?" 

 Don't forget to talk about the importance of safe sex. For example, "It's been a while since your 
partner died. If you are considering dating again, would you like to talk about how to have safe 
sex?" (3) 
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Causes of Loss if Intimacy 

 Loss of a partner 
o Loss or absence of a partner is an age-related barrier to intimacy. 

 Disorders 
o Vascular disorders and diabetes can cause erectile dysfunction.  
o Arthritis can limit movement and make moving painful.  
o Pain, discomfort, drugs and stress associated with a disorder can dampen the desire for 

intimacy.  
o Cognitive impairment and dementia may complicate issues of consent and comfort with 

intimacy.  

 Use of medications 
o Older people are more likely to take medications such as anti-hypertensives that can 

cause problems affecting intimacy such as erectile dysfunction or reduced sex drive. 

 Age-related changes 
o Levels of sex hormones may decrease, causing changes that make sexual intercourse 

uncomfortable or difficult.  
o The lining of the vagina may atrophy and vaginal lubrication may be reduced.  
o Sex drive may decrease. 

 Reluctance to discuss effects of aging 
o Older adults who develop problems that interfere with physical intimacy or who feel 

embarrassed about changes in their body (for example, wrinkles or sagging flesh) may 
be reluctant to discuss these changes with their partner or with their doctor. 

 Lack of privacy 
o Older people who live with family members or in a residential care facility have fewer 

opportunities for privacy, which are necessary for physical intimacy. 
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