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Sexuality and the Older 

Adult 
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Part 3: Understanding Sexuality in 
Institutions 

 Identify some of the institutional barriers to 

sexual expression 

Learning Objective: 
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Sexuality: A Neglected Need 

● Sexuality and sexual needs in older adults remains a 
neglected area of clinical intervention, particularly so in long 
term care settings. 

● Health care team members need to be sensitive to the sexual 
desires and needs of older adults. 

● Why are sexual needs and desires not a focus of treatment 
goals? 

 The predominant portrayal of older adults is as helpless, 
depressed and sexless; all are a part of ageism in our society.  

 There is a significant “partner gap” or availability of sexual 
partners as people grow older. 

 Only 21% of women over age 75 and 58% of men over age 75 
reported having a partner available. 

 Decline in sexual activity was more related to the “male factor”.  
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Institutionalized Older Adults 

● Sexual needs may often be overlooked or avoided when 

a person enters a care facility such as a nursing home, 

group home or assisted living residence. Moving into a 

care facility should not equate to losing the opportunity to 

engage in intimate and sexual behaviors. 
 

● Research suggests that older people's interest in 

sexuality is not confined to just reminiscing and desires. 

Participants in studies conducted in assisted living 

facilities in the United States confirmed that older people 

frequently also engaged in sexual activity after relocating 

to residential aged care.  
 
 

 

 

 
( 
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Health Care Providers Should  

Ask the Following Questions… 
● What changes in physical intimacy have you experienced as 

you have grown older? 

● What health problems have affected your ability to be 
physically intimate? 

● How have any changes in sexual function influenced other 
aspects of intimacy? 

● What are your wishes regarding having an intimate 
relationship in your life at this time? 

● What goals do you have for your intimate relationship? 

● What do you experience in regard to desire for sexual activity 
or sexual satisfaction? 

● What are some of the ways you are able to express your 
sexual interests or sexual satisfaction? 
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Institutions and Sexual Expression 

● Many administrators or even health providers would be 
surprised that sexual issues remain a concern for older adults 
in long term/residential care. 

● Survey findings found that sexual expression remain important 
to long term care residents ranging from touching and kissing 
to masturbation and intercourse. 

● Many of the early studies demonstrated that 10% of residents 
indicated an interest in being sexually active. When staff was 
surveyed, their perceptions were the opposite. 

 Staff reported that the percentage of residents who engaged in 
sexual talk, groping or publicly masturbating in front of staff was 
three times greater than those who reported sexual interest.  

 Chief among the issues for older adults in long term care is 
privacy and capacity to give consent for intimate relationships. 
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Capacity to Participate 

Typically, there are several considerations that must be taken into 

account before determining that an older adult does not have 

capacity to participate in intimate relationships.  

 

These include: 

1. A mental health and/or neurocognitive condition is present. 

2. Decisional Abilities are affected by the cognitive condition. 

3. Legal standards are integrated into the decision based on the 

findings. 

4. Burden of proof is on those alleging incapacity. 

5. Capacity is not global but instead always specific to the 

decision in question. 
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Capacity Assessment  

The key to the capacity analysis in older adults in long term care 

settings who suffer from dementia are the integrity of the 

individual’s decisional abilities.  

 

1. Communicate choice 

2. Communicate understanding of the choice 

3. Communicate appreciation of potential consequences of the 

choice 

4. Communicate reasoning and rationale of the choice 

 

These decisional abilities should be integrated with what we know 

about the older person’s values. 
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Sexuality in Institutions, Long Term Care 

Homes (LTCH) 

● It is recommended that 
organizations draft value 
statements and a policy 
regarding intimacy and 
sexuality practice guidelines, 
which opens the door to 
realizing needs and 
dispelling myths about 
sexuality in older adults. 

● Review your agency’s policy, 
should you have one. 
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Example value statements re: Sexuality 
Sexuality value statements are clear statements that outline the 
organizational philosophy supporting the normalcy of sexual expression for 
the residents and their partners. Some example statements include: 

 

● Sexuality is an integral part of the lives of all people and is a normal part 
of the lives of people living in care facilities. 

● All persons are treated with respect, regardless of their age, sex, race or 
ethnic origin, disability, cognitive level, marital or family status, beliefs, 
sexual orientation, gender identity and expression, or socioeconomic 
status. 

● Feelings and capacity for sexual expression may continue with the most 
significantly impaired persons.  

● People require a safe environment for sexual activity. 

● People have the right to make choices, as circumscribed by law and 
ethics, which caregivers may not agree with, or feel willing or able to 
support. 

● Dealing with an individual‘s sexual expression should be respectful and 
caring and should not include revulsion, disdain, contempt, mockery or 
punishment. 

● Individual freedoms are preserved, as much as possible, in care settings. 

(adapted Steele, 2013) 
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Sample Belief Statements 
Completed policies should inlcude statements such as:  

 
 We believe that sexuality is integral to the experience of all people, and 

therefore, older adults are sexual beings. 

 We believe, as staff of ____________, that to be consistent with the beliefs of 
our LTCH, we accept sexual expression as part of our residents’ lives. 

 We recognize that sexuality and sexual expression is value laden and has 
different meanings for all of us; we do not impose our personal beliefs onto 
others. 

 We recognize that all residents have the right to be treated with courtesy and 
respect, fully recognizing the resident’s dignity and individuality. 

 We believe that engaging the resident and family in a dialogue regarding 
intimacy, sexual expression and their own belief system is essential. 

 We believe that the spouse/partner and the substitute decision maker should 
be involved in a dialogue with the team about a resident’s sexually expressive 
behaviour, when the resident is unable to make these decisions for 
her/himself in this regard. The resident’s expressed wishes and risks to well-
being should be taken into account with regards to supportive care strategies. 

 We accept and understand diversity in sexual orientation and gender identity 
(lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, transgender, non-binary, 2 spirited, etc.) and we will 
not discriminate on these grounds.  
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There are typically several considerations that must be taken into 
account before determining that an older adult has or does not 
have capacity to participate in intimate relationships.  

● Individuals are presumed to be capable of making choices for 
themselves, including making decisions about sexual activity, 
unless determined otherwise.  

● In Ontario, the Long Term Care Homes Act, S.O. 2007 places 
specific obligations on licensees to protect residents from 
abuse, including sexual abuse, and to create policies about 
abuse prevention and response. 

● Supreme Court of Canada case (May 2011) R. v. J.A., 2011 
SCC 28 confirmed that a person cannot give advance consent 
to sexual activity and that consent requires that the person be 
capable to consent and able to provide active consent 
throughout every phase of the sexual activity.  

Capacity Considerations 

11 

(Vancouver Coastal Health Authority 2009 & Wahl 2009) 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.vch.ca/Documents/Facilities-licensing-supporting-sexual-health-and-intimacy-in-care-facilities.pdf
http://www.acelaw.ca/appimages/file/Sexuality and Dementia- McMaster Fall 2011- JW.pdf

