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As Americans live longer, attitudes toward love, sex, and aging are changing dramatically.  Since 1900, the percentage of Americans over the age of 64 has more than tripled.  A hundred years ago, life expectancy was about 47 years of age.  In contrast, a child born in America in 2010 can anticipate living 79 years—an estimated 76 years for men and 81 years for women (U. S. Census, 2010)—and even higher in many other nations of the developed world (Friedman, 2012).
A.  How does the meaning of love and sexuality change over the lifespan?


Love, sex, and the desire for intimacy are important throughout the lifespan.  Perceptions as to the nature of love change over time, however.  In a study of men and women, ranging from 18-94, Neto (2012) found that with the passage of time, older people came to feel that it is love, not sex, that really matters.  Sex may be desirable, but love is essential.  

B.  Myths about love and sexuality.  


Theorists have detailed a variety of common myths about aging, love and sexuality: older people are not attractive, they do not desire romantic love or sex, and in any case are physically incapable of sexual activity.  Gerontologists observe that such myths may have a pernicious effect: they make it difficult for older adults to seek the love and sexual fulfillment they desire (Butler & Lewis, 2002).
C.  Sexual realities.


Studies have shown that with increasing age, many adults—even in their 70s and even into their 80s—continue to be interested in sex as well as love and intimacy.  They are sexually active and are satisfied with their intimate relations.  (More than 50% of married couples 60+ have sex at least once a month.)  Older men tend to be more interested in sexual activity, more sexually active, and more satisfied with their sex lives than are women.  Older women have more liberal sexual attitudes than do men, possess more sexual knowledge, and prefer more emotionally intimate relations than do men.  Many point out that the reason they are celibate is that (since men die earlier than do women) there are few available men in their lives.  By age 75, 70% of men remain married, as compared to 34% of women (DeLamater, 2012).


With age comes a number of physical changes that require people to be creative in managing their sexual activities.  Men have fewer erections, but when they do they can maintain an erection longer.  They have less forceful ejaculations, and require a longer refractory period (that is, they need a longer time between sexual encounters).  After menopause, women have decreased vaginal lubrication and their vaginal walls become thinner.  They may experience discomfort with sexual intercourse (Burgess, 2004).

In addition to the changes of normal aging, a variety of health concerns may affect the older person's sexual interest, activity, and satisfaction.  Diseases often associated with aging—such as arthritis, diabetes and high blood pressure, as well as breast cancer or prostate cancer and the use of medication—may affect the sexuality of older adults.  Medications used to control high blood pressure, for example, may reduce sexual interest and impair a man's erection or reduce a woman's lubrication. Other medications potentially modifying sexual function include antihistamines, antidepressants, and acid-blocking drugs.  Today, however, a number of other medications such as Viagra or an estradiol vaginal E-ring are available to reduce these problems (Butler & Lewis, 2002).  
The elderly need only consult their gerontologist or gynecologist for a detailed list of practical suggestions for dealing with a number of the changes associated with aging.   Johnson (2007) also provides a list of suggestions for the caretakers and families of patients in long term care for dealing with the sexual needs of the elderly.
D.  The Importance of love and sex in later life.

Love and sexual desire add zest to life.  Love increases self-esteem and promotes romantic and social bonds.   Giving love has been associated with self-realization, emotional satisfaction, and security.  It contributes to wellbeing and health.  It reduces psychological stress, facilitates emotion regulation, and is a buffer against autonomic stress. Love in long-term relationships is associated with intimacy, trust, caring, and attachment—all factors that contribute to the maintenance of close relationships over time.
Love may have a dark side, however.  Often passionate love is unrequited.  Love that goes awry can leave one vulnerable to uncertainty, confusion, distress, anger, sadness, and humiliation.  Lovers may have to cope with rejection, violence, abandonment, jealousy, and loss.  Problems in love and love relationships are a significant cause of suicides, homicides, and both the major and minor emotional disorders, such as anxiety and depression. 
When love is unrequited, the beloved may suffer too.  Sometimes when people are in love they are narcissistic and relentless.  Lovers sometimes pressure the beloved to love them in return.  They can be manipulative, deceptive, or controlling. They ignore the fact that the beloved loves someone else or wants only to be left alone. As a consequence, the beloved, who don't want a relationship, may experience guilt, discomfort, distress or (eventually) become furious that the other will not leave them alone.

Love matters not merely because it can make peoples' lives better, but also because it can make them worse. 
E.  How long do love and sexual desire last?

In the past, most theorists assumed that the passage of time had a very different impact on passionate versus companionate love.  Passionate love (infatuation) was assumed to be a bright flame that quickly burned itself out.  Companionate love, on the other hand, was thought to be a long lasting source of warmth.  Research has demonstrated that this is not so.  In studies of people ranging in age from 18 to 82, it was found that time did have a dampening effect on love—but it appeared to have an equally dampening effect on both passionate and companionate love.  The conclusion one draws from such research depends on whether one is an optimist or a pessimist.  On the positive side: contrary to portrayals in the mass media, older persons, married for a quarter of a century or more, may still feel a great deal of love (passionate and companionate) for their mates (Aron, et al., 2000; Hatfield, et al., 2008).  On the negative side: with the passage of time, people generally feel less and less love (of any kind) for their partners.  This finding is especially discouraging since couples so unhappy that they divorced are not, naturally, included in the samples (Hatfield, et al., 2008.)

Aron, et al. (2000), Butler and Lewis (2002) and Northrup, et al., (2012) offer a plethora of suggestions for keeping love and sexual desire alive.  Maintain a sense of humor.  Devote time to adding zest to your romantic and sexual encounters.  Be daring.  Spend time together.  Try to engage in novel and exciting recreational activities.  The Beatles may have overstated it when they sang that "love is all you need." But they certainly did have a point.  And when they asked: "Will you still need me, will you still feed me, when I'm 64 . . . " the answer is "definitely yes." 
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