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Assessment of sexuality in physically active and sedentary elderly people
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Quantitative, exploratory and cross-sectional study, carried out in a Basic Health Unit in a city in the interior
of Minas Gerais state, Brazil, in 2019. It aimed to evaluate sexuality in the elderly and comparing physically
active people and sedentary people. A sociodemographic questionnaire and a Questionnaire on Sexuality in
the Elderly were applied, divided into active elderly (G1) and sedentary elderly (G2). Descriptive statistics,
mean and standard deviation calculation, and t test for independent samples were performed. 23 elderly
people participated in G1 and 40 in G2. There was a similarity between the groups, in which the female
gender predominated, the age group between 60 and 69 years old, white, Catholics, retired and those who
attended elementary school. In comparisons, physically active elderly people had a higher mean for the
question "do you consider yourself sexually active currently" (M=3.22) and alower mean for the question "how
important was sex to you in your youth" (M=5.83 ) than sedentary ones (M=1.60 and 8.15, respectively), with
statistically significant differences (p<0.05). It was observed that the physically active elderly considered
themselves currently sexually active while the sedentary elderly think that sex was more important in their
youth.

Descriptors: Aged; Health of the elderly; Sexuality; Exercise.

Estudo quantitativo, exploratdrio e transversal, realizado em uma Unidade Basica de Saude de uma cidade
do interior de Minas Gerais, em 2019, com o objetivo de avaliar a sexualidade em idosos e comparar entre os
fisicamente ativos e sedentdrios. Foram aplicados questiondrio sociodemografico e Questiondrio sobre a
Sexualidade na Terceira Idade, divididos em idosos ativos (G1) e idosos sedentdrios (G2). Realizou-se
estatistica descritiva, calculo de média e desvio padrao, e teste T para amostras independentes. Participaram
23 idososno G1 e 40 no G2. Observou-se semelhanca entre os grupos, na qual predominaram o sexo feminino,
a faixa etdria entre 60 a 69 anos, raca branca, catdlicos, aposentados e que cursaram até o ensino
fundamental. Nas comparagdes, os idosos ativos fisicamente apresentaram média maior para a questio
“considera-se sexualmente ativo atualmente” (M=3,22) e menor média para a questdo “o quanto o sexo foi
importante na juventude” (M=5,83) do que os sedentarios (M=1,60 e 8,15, respectivamente), com diferencgas
estatisticamente significativas (p<0,05). Observou-se que, os idosos fisicamente ativos se consideravam
sexualmente ativos na atualidade enquanto que os idosos sedentarios consideravam que o sexo foi mais
importante na juventude.

Descritores: Idoso; Sauide do idoso; Sexualidade; Exercicio fisico.

Estudio cuantitativo, exploratorio y transversal, realizado en una Unidad Basica de Salud de una ciudad del
interior de Minas Gerais, Brasil, en 2019, con el objetivo de evaluar la sexualidad en ancianos y compararla
entre ancianos fisicamente activos y sedentarios. Se aplicaron el cuestionario sociodemografico y el
Cuestionario sobre la Sexualidad en la Tercera Edad, divididos en individuos activos (G1) e individuos
sedentarios (G2). Se utilizé estadistica descriptiva, el calculo del promedio y la desviacién estandar y la
prueba T para muestras independientes. Veintitrés ancianos participaron en el G1 y 40 en el G2. Se observo
una similitud entre los grupos, en los que predominaba el sexo femenino, el rango de edad entre 60y 69 afios,
de raza blanca, catoélicos, jubilados y que cursaron hasta la primaria. En las comparaciones, los ancianos
fisicamente activos mostraron un promedio mds alto para la pregunta “;se considera sexualmente activo en la
actualidad?” (M=3,22) y un promedio mas bajo para la pregunta “;qué importancia tuvo el sexo en su
juventud?” (M=5,83) que los sedentarios (M=1,60 y 8,15, respectivamente), con diferencias estadisticamente
significativas (p<0,05). Se observo que los ancianos fisicamente activos se consideraban sexualmente activos
en la actualidad, mientras que los sedentarios consideraban que el sexo fue mas importante en la juventud.
Descriptores: Anciano; Salud del anciano; Sexualidad; Ejercicio fisico.
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INTRODUCTION

The world population is aging. It is estimated that one in five people will be over 60 years
old in 20150, meaning 2 billion elderly people. In Brazil, this proportion will represent
50 million Brazilians!2. This phenomenon is due to changes in the demographic pattern,
with decline in fertility and mortality rates and consequent increase in life expectancy due to
advances in science, such as the improvement in disease treatments and access to healthcare
services3.

Aging happens in a particular way for each person, bringing changes in their physical and
physiological structure, such as the appearance of gray hair, wrinkles, decreased elasticity and
dryness of skin, metabolism delay, decreased field of vision, loss of muscle mass*. Also,
hormonal changes occur in women, which causes vaginal dryness and affects sexual desire. In
men, there is a gradual limitation of spermatogenesis, with a reduction in erection during the
arousal phase*>. However, sexuality is part of this process and its practice contributes
positively to the quality of life of the elderly!.

Sexuality is a natural process that involves both physiological and emotional aspects and
differs according to each stage of life. Society mistakenly treats old age as an asexual phase,
making this idea a negative factor for the elderly, who repress their desires and feelings related
to their sexuality, which are essential for maintaining quality of life, for living with other people,
self-esteem and mental health®7.

The sexuality of the elderly is still seen as taboo by families and society, and treated as
something shameful, forbidden and little discussed. Thus, generating a lack of knowledge about
the subject and contributing to the persistence of prejudice8®.

Aging does not mean becoming asexual. In fact, there are several changes in the elderly,
whether in their morphological, psychological or functional capacity that influence the
effectiveness of their sexuality, which in itself remains essential for this elderly person,
generating happiness, affection, trust, in addition to contributing to hormonal, emotional and
sociocultural interaction®. Over the years, the person does not lose sexual desire, which only
ends with death®. What happens are changes that are part of the aging process.

With the increase in life expectancy, there is concern about the population that is aging
and will age. For this reason, a healthy lifestyle with adequate nutrition and physical exercise
should be encouraged. For the elderly, the practice of physical exercise brings numerous
advantages, preventing and reducing the risk of diseases that affect them during the aging
phasel0.

The practice of physical exercise and sexuality has a beneficial relationship to the elderly,
the mechanisms involved during physical exercise improve the supply of oxygen to cells and
tissues and increase the levels of nitric oxide, which repairs damaged tissue, contributing to a
better sexual performance!l. When comparing a group of elderly people who practiced physical
exercise and a group of sedentary elderly people, it was observed that the active group had a
better response in personal relationships, which contributes to their sexuality, thus improving
their self-esteem and confidencel2. Thus, this study aims to assess sexuality in the elderly and
compare the physically active and the sedentary.

METHODS

This is a quantitative, exploratory and cross-sectional study. The research took place in a
Basic Health Unit (BHU) in Uberaba, a city in the interior of the state of Minas Gerais.

The sample consisted of two groups of elderly: Group 1 (G1) who performed physical
activities for at least three months and Group 2 (G2) who did not perform any physical activity.
G1 performed exercises conducted by a multidisciplinary team of residents, composed of
nurses, nutritionists, physical therapists and physical educators, developing circuit training
exercises, dance and guided gymnastics activities. While G2 was attended by the BHU to
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monitor chronic diseases such as diabetes and hypertension and did not exercise, being
considered sedentary.

Inclusion criteria were: being 60 years old or older, of both genders, who accepted to
participate in one of the groups: G1 performing physical exercise and G2 di not performe any
exercide. Elderly people who were monitored for chronic diseases at the aforementioned BHU
were excluded from G1, and the elderly who regularly performed physical exercise elsewhere
were excludd from G2.

Data were collected through a semi-structured questionnaire that included
sociodemographic data, containing information such as gender, age group, race, religion,
educational level and occupation. To assess sexuality, the Questionnaire on Sexuality in the
Elderly (QSE) was used, consisting of seven questions, with two open questions (sexual
frequency in youth and currently), a multiple choice question (informing whether or not they
have a steady sexual partner and if yes, inform who) and four 10-point Likert-type questions,
between 1 (nothing) and 10 (a lot) (importance of sex in youth and currently, satisfaction and
current sexual activity), prepared by the Laboratério de Género, Educac¢ido, Sexualidade e
Corporeidade (LAGESC/UDESC)13.

Data collection was carried out by the assistant researchers, from May to September 2019,
on the same day that the elderly attended the aforementioned BHU, to carry out their routine
activities (G1 for physical exercises and G2 for consultation of follow-up). After the activities,
the elderly were invited to participate in the research and, if they accepted, they were led to a
room in the BHU to answer the questionnaires privately, thus avoiding response bias.

The data were transcribed into an Excel spreadsheet and double-entered to check the
data. For data analysis, the PSPP version 1.2.0 software was used. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov
test was used to test normality, aiming to reduce sample size bias. Frequency and percentage
calculation was performed for descriptive analysis of sociodemographic, clinical and QSE
multiple-choice data. For the other questions, the mean and standard deviation were calculated.
To verify difference between groups, the T test for independent samples and the Levene test
for equality of variances were performed.

The project was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Universidade Federal
do Triangulo Mineiro (UFTM), under Opinion No. 3,290,669 and the participants agreed to
participate in the research by signing the Informed Consent Form (ICF).

RESULTS

The study consisted of a final sample of 63 participants, of which 23 were from G1 and 40
from G2. There was a similarity between the groups, in which women predominated, the age
group between 60 and 69 years, white, Catholics, retired and those with an elementary
educational level (Table 1).
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Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the groups. Uberaba, MG, Brazil, 2019.

Group 1 (active)

Group 2 (sedentary)

Variables No. (%) No. (%)
Gender

Female 22 (95.7) 25 (62.5)
Male 1 (4.3) 15 (37.5)
Age group

60 to 69 years 13 (56.5) 24 (60.0)
70 to 79 years 9(39.1) 14 (35.0)
80 years or more 1 (44) 2 (5.0)
Race

White 10 (43.5) 24 (60.0)
Black 5(21.7) 2 (5.0)
Brown 8 (34.8) 14 (35.0)
Religion

Catholic 9(39.1) 23 (57.5)
Espiritis 8 (34.8) 7 (17.5)
Evangelical 2(8.7) 2(5.0)
Other 2(8.7) 2 (5.0)
No information 2(8.7) 6 (15.0)
Educational level

Elementary school 18 (78.3) 33 (82.5)
High school 3(13.0) 5(12.5)
Higher education 2 (8.7) 2(5.0)
Profession

Retired 14 (60.8) 26 (65.0)
Housewife 5(21.7) 8(20.0)
Self-employed 2 (8.7) 4 (10.0)
Informal work 1 (4.4) 1(2.5)
Other 1 (44) 1(2.5)

Table 2 shows the frequency and percentage of responses to the multiple choice questions
of the QSE tool, in both groups, most elderly people currently had a steady partner, with the

spouse being the most mentioned.

Table 2. Frequency and percentage of multiple choice questions in the QSE tool. Uberaba, MG,

Brazil, 2019.

G1 (active)

G2 (sedentary)

Variables No. (%) No. (%)
Current fixed partner

Yes 14 (60.9) 22 (55.0)
No 9(39.1) 18 (45.0)
Who

None 9(39.1) 18 (45.0)
Husband/Wife 10 (43.5) 20 (50.0)
Boyfriend/Girlfriend 2(8.7) 2 (5.0

Just casual partner 2 (8.7) 0 (0.0)

Regarding the open questions of the tool on sexual frequency in youth and currently, it is
possible to observe in Table 3 that the elderly performed sexually more frequently in youth.
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Table 3. Frequency and percentage of open questions in the QSE instrument. Uberaba, MG,
Brazil, 2019.

Group 1 Group 2
Variables (active) (sedentary)
No. (%) No. (%)
Sexual frequency in youth
0 times 3(13.0) 3 (7.5)
1 time 2 (8.8) 1 (2.5
2 times 3(13.0) 8(20.0)
3 times 4(17.4) 8(20.0)
4 times 3(13.0) 6 (15.0)
5 times 2 (8.8) 5(12.5)
6 times 3(13.0) 2 (5.0)
7 times 3(13.0) 6 (15.0)
10 times 0 (0.0) 1 (2.5)
Current sexual frequency
0 times 13 (56.5) 29 (72.5)
1 time 3(13.0) 8(20.0)
2 times 5(21.7) 0 (0.0)
3 times 1 (44) 1 (2.5
4 times 0 (0.0) 2 (5.0)
5 times 1 (44) 0 (0.0)

Table 4 shows the mean, standard deviation and t-test for comparing the means of the
QSE instrument Likert-type questions in Group 1 (active) and Group 2 (sedentary). The mean
score for the question "how important was sex in youth" was higher for G2 (sedentary)
compared to G1 (active), while for the question "do you currently consider yourself sexually
active", the mean was higher for the G1; both statistically significant (p<0.05). For the other
questions, the means were lower than 5.0, that is, considered low.

Table 4. Mean, standard deviation and t test of the QSE instrument in groups 1 and 2. Uberaba,
MG, Brazil, 2019.

G1(23) G2 (40)

Question in QSE tool Mean (Standand Mean (Standard TiSt
deviation) deviation)

How important was sex in youth? 5.83 (£3.27) 8.15 (£2.75) 3.01 0.004*
H lly satisfied tth

ey sanseqare yorattie 5.39 (¢3.13) 3.70 (+3.78) -1.81  0.075
Do you consider yourself sexually active

currently? 3.22 (£3.23) 1.60 (¥2.47) -2.08 0.045*
How important is sex currently? 4.04 (+3.35) 4.25 (+4.07) 0.21 0.837

*Statistically significant p<0,05.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study show some characteristics of the profile of the elderly that
corroborate other studies which show that the prevalence of women was higher than that of
men>”’. This difference can be understood by the fact that the life expectancy in Brazil is greater
for women than for men, which characterizes the feminization of aging3. The largest number of
participants prevailed in the age group from 60 to 69 years and can be explained by the fact
that the Brazilian population has an average lifespan of 76.6 years14.

It can be observed that respondents from both groups had an elementary educational
level, were retired, white and Catholic, data that match the profile of the elderly in other studies
carried out!%1516, This information corroborates a study carried out with elderly people, where
the low education level is justified by the difficult access to formal education by this population
a few years ago, how much retirement is consistent with the reality of the elderly, in which 90%
receive this benefit, and Catholicism being the most practiced religion in Brazill’.
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Most participants reported that they currently have a steady partner (husband/wife). A
similar result was found in a survey conducted with 82 elderly people in a community center,
in which 35% of the elderly were married and 22% were single!8. Elderly people with partners
are eight times more likely to be sexually active, but elderly people without partners tend to
withdraw their sexuality because they feel too old or because they are afraid of judgment?19.

In addition, the elderly have greater difficulty in dealing with the physiological changes
present at this stage of life, especially when it comes to sexuality, such as sexual impotence and
reduced sexual desire20.21,

The sexual life of the elderly can be affected by illness or by their partner, causing a
decrease in sexual activity or sexual inactivity®; for those interviewed, diseases had a direct
impact in sexuality. With the changes that occur during aging, sexuality can be experienced in
another way, which goes beyond the sexual act, such as exchanging affection, fondness and
companionship?16.22 this can be confirmed by the data found, in which the elderly reported that
sex is currently important (means above 4.0), but they had low weekly sexual frequency (most
reported not once a week) in both groups, even with a steady partner.

A study carried out with 126 elderly people in a city in the state of Goids observed that
,when participants were asked whether sex is important for the elderly, 13.49% said they
considered it important, and 86.51% believed that sex was not important!6. This thought is
linked to the elderly because they believe that sexuality is related to youth, judging that the
individual, as they grow old, become devoid of sexual desire and interest2%21, Prejudice occurs
among the elderly themselves, because they believe they are incapable of living their sexuality
because they feel old and are afraid of judgments, and even because of beliefs that were
imposed throughout their lives?3,

Regarding the question "how important was sex in youth" of the QSE tool, in comparisons
between groups, the mean was higher in Group 2. This data corroborates research?# that used
the same questionnaire and observed that, in youth, sex was relevant and due to the fact that it
was essential in that period of life.

In the question "how much are you currently sexually satisfied", the average was higher in
Group 1, inferring that, in this study, physically active elderly people considered themselves
sexually active today, while sedentary elderly people consider that sex was more important in
youth, that is, a sedentary lifestyle may be influencing the decrease in current sexual activity.

The practice of physical exercises contributes to better development of functional
capacity?>. Active elderly people are more willing to engage in sexual activity and even show
greater interest, an important factor in maintaining physical, psychological and social well-
being of this elderly person, as the sexual function remains throughout life22. When evaluating
a group of elderly women who practiced some type of physical exercise, it was observed that
there was an increase in sexual desire, while the other group that had hot flashes, depression
and difficulty sleeping had lower sexual desire?®.

However, the practice of warm-up and use of weights or circuit training, in addition to
flexibility and balance exercises, did not show changes in desire, sexual frequency or even
satisfaction with sex life?’. Likewise, in an investigation?8 carried out with active elderly
women, sexuality did not differ between active and sedentary women, as well as other
studies2?30 did not find a significant relationship between active elderly and sexuality.

CONCLUSION

In the assessment of sexuality, in both groups of elderly people, most currently had a
steady partner, however they did not consider themselves sexually active and currently had
low weekly sexual frequency.

In comparisons, physically active elderly people had a higher mean for the question "do
you consider yourself sexually active currently" and a lower mean for the question "how
important was sex in youth" than sedentary people, which were statistically significant (p<0.05).
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Physically active elderly people considered themselves sexually active today, while sedentary
elderly people pointed out that sex was more important in youth, and that the sexual act and
frequency are not so important to them. In turn, they mentioned companionship, acts of
affection and fondness as part of this sexuality.

The results of this study must be interpreted with caution, due to the limitation of the
sample, the cross-sectional design and the self-reported instrument. Measures to minimize bias
were performed, in which it was possible to observe similarities in the sociodemographic
variables of the groups.

Despite much talk about the importance of exercise for the life of the elderly and its
benefits, intervention and longitudinal studies that correlate the practice of physical exercise
with sexuality are necessary.
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