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Abstract
Sexual well-being (SWB) refers to the subjective emotional and cognitive evaluation of the quality of the individual’s sexuality. 
SWB plays a relevant role in quality of life and health promotion on old age and has cross-cultural implications. In addition 
to the scarcity of in-depth qualitative studies in this area and studies with cross-cultural samples, no studies have compared 
perceptions of SWB among Portuguese and Mexican older adults. The aim of this study was to comparatively analyze perspec-
tives on SWB among older adults residing in Portugal and Mexico. Data were collected from 86 Portuguese and 80 Mexican 
community-dwelling participants aged 65 years and older, using a semi-structured interview protocol. Older adults were asked 
about factors that significantly contribute to their SWB. Sociodemographic data were also gathered. Content analysis was used 
to identify key themes. Eight themes were identified across both studied samples: eroticism, supportive relationship, positive 
self-concept, health and self-care, romance, active life, tenderness and care, and no pain and no pregnancy restrictions. Eroti-
cism was most pertinent to Portuguese participants (31.4%). Health and self-care was most frequently reported by Mexican 
participants (26.5%). The findings of this study indicate that SWB is strongly influenced by sociocultural and psychosocial 
values. Cross-cultural comparisons between older Portuguese and Mexican people provide a broader understanding of SWB 
in older age and suggest a scenario for future culture-adapted interventions and comprehensive policies.
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Introduction

Population aging has become a global reality and is a growing 
trend associated with rising average life expectancy (World 
Health Organization [WHO], 2015). Indeed, by the year 2050, 
the older adult population is estimated to be two billion people 
(United Nations [UN], 2015; WHO, 2015). The impact of this 
growth will vary among countries. Portugal is currently among 
the five oldest countries in the world and, in 2050, approximately 
40% of the population will be 60 and older (UN, 2015). Mexico 

is currently undergoing an abrupt demographic aging and, in 
2050, 23% of its population is expected to be aged 60 or over 
(Angel et al., 2016).

Research has reiterated the need to manage significant demo-
graphic changes, particularly in what concerns health and qual-
ity of life, since older adults may have more and better health 
while living longer (European Commission [EC], 2017; UN, 
2015; WHO, 2015). For the period 2020/2030, the WHO aims 
to implement a health model focused on the promotion of older 
adult well-being, with less importance given to the disease-cen-
tered model (WHO, 2015). Sexual well-being (SWB) and health 
have gained increasing importance, evidencing their relevant role 
toward well-being, quality of life, and disease prevention and 
health promotion in old age (Kleinstäuber, 2017; WHO, 2010).

SWB is an umbrella concept that refers to the subjective emo-
tional and cognitive evaluation of the quality of the individual’s 
sexuality (Santos-Iglesias et al., 2016; Štulhofer et al., 2019). 
SWB integrates a set of dimensions, predominantly positive, 
that vary according to the conceptual model. SWB is frequently 
defined in an eudemonic way, focused on sexual functioning, or 
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in anhedonic way, focused on subjective pleasure experiences 
(Graf & Patrick, 2014; Kleinstäuber, 2017; Santos-Iglesias et al., 
2016; Štulhofer et al., 2019; von Humboldt et al., 2015, 2020, 
2021). One of the best-known definitions of SWB contains 
dimensions such as physical pleasure, satisfaction with sexual 
function, emotional pleasure and importance of sex (Laumann 
et al., 2006; Rosen & Bachmann, 2008). However, recent litera-
ture suggests that because of its specificities, SWB in old age 
has to be characterized in a partially different way, especially 
since several studies indicate that older adults seem to value care, 
intimacy and physical proximity more than sexual activity itself 
(Fileborn et al., 2018; Freak-Poli et al., 2017; Štulhofer et al., 
2020).

Several authors have been working to determine the best con-
ceptualization of SWB, considering the construct more broadly, 
and testing it in cross-cultural samples, given that SWB can be 
perceived differently in different cultures (Laumann et al., 2006; 
Štulhofer et al., 2019; von Humboldt et al., 2018). These studies 
suggest that SWB concerns physical attraction, sexual desire, 
importance of sexual activity, emotional satisfaction and inti-
macy with a partner (von Humboldt et al., 2018), sexual inti-
macy, sexual satisfaction, cuddling frequency, perceived sexual 
compatibility and absence of sexual function distress (Štulhofer 
et al., 2019). Cross-cultural data on older adult SWB has been 
difficult to obtain, especially intercontinental data (e.g., compari-
son between American and European older adults), but would be 
valuable to study perceptual differences across cultures (Freak-
Poli et al., 2017; Kleinstäuber, 2017; Štulhofer et al., 2019; von 
Humboldt et al., 2018).

A previous study comparing 29 countries across five conti-
nents suggests that, particularly in Western European countries, 
more than 60% of the older adults report high levels of SWB. This 
study used a Mexican sample, but not a Portuguese sample. In 
addition, to date, no studies have compared perceptions of SWB 
among Portuguese and Mexican older adults (Laumann et al., 
2006). This lack in-depth qualitative studies hinders comparisons 
of factors that can influence SWB in older adults (Schaller et al., 
2018; Træen, et al., 2017a, 2017b). A number of quantitative 
studies have evaluated older adult SWB, although few included 
cross-cultural samples. These studies indicated that higher levels 
of SWB may be associated with lower mortality rates, lower 
levels of stress and fewer sexual dysfunctions, higher relational 
satisfaction, higher sexual desire, better cognitive performance, 
and better cardiovascular health (Bouman et al., 2006; Brody, 
2010; Golub et al., 2011; Hinchliff et al., 2017; Kleinstäuber, 
2017; Santos-Iglesias et al., 2016; von Humboldt et al., 2018).

Studies on SWB can be an important resource for interventions 
to promote health, functional capacity, well-being, and quality of life 
in old age (Bell et al., 2016; Syme et al., 2018). Similarly, SWB stud-
ies, particularly qualitative ones, may be key for promoting specific 
intervention programs in the field of public health (e.g., programs for 
sexually transmitted infections; Bouman et al., 2006; Fileborn et al., 
2018; Golub et al., 2011).

Moreover, in addition to the strong influence of sociocultural 
and moral factors on the SWB of older adults, there are several 
inconsistencies in the studies of sexuality in old age (Bell et al., 
2016; Træen et al., 2019). These studies, significantly scarce in 
number, focus predominantly on negative and dysfunctional sex-
ual aspects from a biomedical perspective and mostly in Europe 
or America (DeLamater, 2012; Peixoto & Nobre, 2015; Santos-
Iglesias et al., 2016). There is a need for cross-cultural qualita-
tive studies (Bell et al., 2016), allowing a wider exploration of 
the SWB indicators, and comparisons and applications in cross-
cultural interventions. All such work would afford a conceptually 
cohesive definition of SWB (DeLamater, 2012; Štulhofer et al., 
2019; von Humboldt et al., 2018). This study sought comparisons 
of what contributes to SWB from the perspective of older people 
living in Portugal and Mexico.

Method

Participants

We shared our study objectives with 166 community-dwelling 
older people by telephone or in person (e.g., for those with sen-
sorial difficulties). Older Portuguese people were contacted 
throughout February and April 2018. Older Mexican people 
were contacted between June 1 and August 7, 2018. Eligibil-
ity included two criteria: cognitive level (above the MMSE 
cut-off level) and age over 65 years old. A nonprobabilistic con-
venience sampling was used. The Portuguese sample included 
86participants with an average age of 71.8 years (SD = 3.6). 
Approximately 45% had at least four years of schooling, 65% 
were women, almost a third (26%) lived alone, and nearly 70% 
had a partner. Mexican participants (n = 80) were, on average, 
71.7 years old (SD = 6.14), 65% were women, 46.1% completed 
primary school and 3.8% were illiterate, 40% lived alone, and 
nearly half were married or in a relationship (48.8%). None of 
the participants had a history of psychiatric illness or drug abuse, 
which might compromise cognitive function. No monetary com-
pensation was offered to participants. See Table 1.

Consenting older Portuguese and Mexican adults took part in 
semi-structured interviews, with an average duration of 40 min. 
The interviews were audio recorded and fully transcribed, and 
later subjected to content analysis (Bardin, 1977). The semis-
tructured interview focused on older adult perceptions of what 
contributes to their “SWB.” For this purpose, participants were 
asked the following question: “I would like to understand what, 
from your point of view, contributes to your sexual well-being in 
this phase of your life?” In order to standardize the data collec-
tion process, in Mexico and Portugal, all interviewers had a short 
guide with the semi-structured interview structure and received 
prior training to develop these interviews. For use in the Mexican 
study, the original guide for the semi-structured interview, in 
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Portuguese, was translated into Spanish by experts on gerontol-
ogy and then verified with the back-translation method.

Data Analysis

Content analysis followed methods outlined by Bardin (1977) 
and Neuendorf (2002), resulting in an adapted step-by-step pro-
cess (see Fig. 1). After data collection, the first step was to build 
a codebook. The coding process began by conceptualizing and 
categorizing data into relevant dimensions for further analysis. 
Then, a number code was attributed to each category, giving rise 
to a codebook (Sampaio & Lycarião, 2018; Singh, 2007). The 
coding scheme followed important rules to allow replicability 
and reliability (e.g., mutually exclusive codes, applied consist-
ently, with comprehensive coding formats for each item). This 
coding system identified at least three aspects of text content: 
frequency, direction and intensity (Bengtsson, 2016; Elo et al., 

2014; Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2017; Neuman, 2011; Sam-
paio & Lycarião, 2018). Two psychologists coded exactly the 
same materials independently (Sampaio & Lycarião, 2018) and 
high inter-coder agreement was observed (kPortuguese = 0.87, 
p < .01; kMexican = 0.83, p < .01).

Regarding consensus of the emerging themes and sub-themes, 
the previous coding process was afterwards organized through a 
categorization process, by regrouping according to dimensions/
themes established with clear criteria, well defined previously 
and consensually by the coders. This process involved two steps: 
(1) Inventory: isolation of the elements, and (2) Classification: 
distribution of the elements by seeking or imposing a certain 
organization on the content (Bardin, 1977; Sampaio & Lycarião, 
2018). This categorization process was achieved through an a 
posteriori approach, with no previous category system, but as the 
result of the analogical and progressive classification of the ele-
ments (Bardin, 1977; Vala, 1989). A set of general classification 
principles were applied in order to constitute a categorization of 

Table 1   Sample socio-
demographic and health 
characteristics

Characteristics Portuguese (n = 86) Mexican (n = 80) Total (n = 166)

Age, mean ± SD 71.8 ± 3.6 71.28 ± 6.41 71.54 ± 5.0
Gender, n (%)
 Women 56 (65.0) 52 (65.0) 108 (65.0)
 Men 30 (35.0) 28 (35.0) 58 (35.0)

Living status, n (%)
 Alone 22 (26.1) 32 (40.0) 54 (32.6)
 With sons 3 (2.9) 22 (27.5) 25 (15.0)
 With a partner 61 (71.0) 26 (32.5) 87 (52.4)

Education n (%)
 Illiterate 0 (0.0) 3 (3.8) 3 (0.1)
 Primary school 30 (34.2) 37 (46.1) 67 (40.2)
 Middle school 25 (29.4) 24 (30.1) 49 (29.5)
 ≥ High school 31 (36.4) 16 (20.0) 47 (28.2)

Marital status n (%)
 Married or cohabiting 59 (69.1) 39 (48.8) 98 (59.0)
 Having a spouse or other 

intimate relationship
27 (30.9) 41 (51.2) 68 (41.0)

Professional status n (%)
 Active 18 (21.3) 24 (30.0) 42 (25.3)
 Inactive 68 (78.7) 56 (70.0) 124 (74.7)

Family annual income n (%)
 ≤ 25,000 € 34 (40.1) 80 (100) 114 (68.7)
 > 25,000 € 52 (59.9) 0 (0) 52 (31.3)

Perceived health n (%)
 Good 56 (65.1) 67 (83.8) 123 (74.1)
 Poor 30 (20.9) 13 (16.3) 43 (25.9)
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consensual and robust themes (Sampaio & Lycarião, 2018; Vala, 
1989). Such principles included: mutual exclusion (each element 
can exist only in one category); homogeneity (a single classifica-
tion principle must prevail in the organization within a single set 
of categories); relevance (categories belong to the defined theo-
retical framework and reflect the research intentions); objectivity 
and fidelity (categorized variables must be clearly defined and 
the parts of the same material must be similarly coded, specify-
ing the indexes that determine classification of an element into a 
category); and productivity (the categories provide fertile results, 
inferences, new hypotheses, and exact data; Bardin, 1977; Vala, 
1989).

Finally, regarding the elaboration of an interpretative frame-
work of the results, the descriptive nature was fundamental 
toward the analysis and theoretical–empirical discussion of the 
resulting themes. These qualitative elaborations were rightfully 
oriented toward the exploration, discussion and analysis of the 
content that emerged during the process. An additional informa-
tive quantification process occurred through the calculation of 
frequencies, percentages, mean, medians, averages, and direction 
(Bengtsson, 2016; Elo et al., 2014; Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 
2017).

Results

We analyzed eight non-mutually exclusive themes that repre-
sented the cultural diversity of narratives expressed by older Por-
tuguese and Mexican people: eroticism, supportive relationship, 
positive self-concept, health and self-care, romance, active life, 
tenderness and care, and no pain and no pregnancy restrictions. 
It is remarkable that we found no differences in thematic coding 
in the responses across both cultural groups. Themes are inclu-
sive, unless otherwise indicated. Although participants did not 
explicitly verbalize the denomination “sexual well-being”, their 
narratives were all related to this construct.

Theme 1: Eroticism

Eroticism was the most reported theme by 27 Portuguese and 
12 Mexican participants. Indeed, an important factor in sexual 
expression in late life is eroticism. Participants expressed that 
feeling attractive, experimenting with sexual desire and pleasure, 
as well as being sexually satisfied contributes to SWB. As Joao 
indicated, “eroticism is natural and should be treated in this way” 
(Joao, 73 years old). People may believe that as we get older, 
eroticism disappears. In this regard, Mariana verbalized that 
“people are surprised that we are still erotic" and added, "I really 
enjoy our intimate games and with online shopping, we feel that 
our creativity has been expanded” (Mariana, 67 years old). Anto-
nio verbalized that “what is important is to feel pleasure at the 
moment when you are hot” (Antonio, 84 years old). Participants 
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also indicated that having satisfying intercourse and trying dif-
ferent sexual positions are important for SWB. In this theme, 
Juan (74 years old), verbalized that “…without that [eroticism], 
a person is nothing…”, while Maria (62 years old) reported that 
“the number of times one has intercourse is also important.”

Theme 2: Supportive Relationship

Eighteen Portuguese participants and 13 Mexican participants 
indicated that a supportive relationship is important for their 
SWB. Having a supportive relationship was the second most 
reported theme by participants in general. Older adults believe 
in the importance of a supportive relationship, particularly a 
supportive relationship with a significant other. Susana said that 
“Being married is more than having a ring on your finger. That 
ring represents our relationship and how we will support each 
other, in the good and bad moments” (Susana, 65 years old). 
A supportive relationship is important in late life and, as Ana 
indicated, “Having a partner who listens to us, supports us and 
helps us in decisions, influences our intimacy” (Ana, 69 years 
old). Mutual assistance is also an important factor for the elderly. 
Ana indicated that, “my partner has some breathing problems, 
so we both decided to enroll in yoga so that we can exercise. 
Decisions like these, in a relationship, will influence our sexual 
expression” (Ana, 69 years old). Moreover, “having a partner and 
getting along is important for me” expressed Julia (67 years old), 
while Daniel narrated that “having a stable marriage” was impor-
tant for his SWB (Daniel, 67 years old). Older adults verbalized 
the relevance of being part of a couple, of having a friend and 
a significant other as a companion. Some participants reported 
that relationships with other family members are also important: 
María (76 years old) expressed that “having good relationships 
with other people, with family and children” contributes to SWB.

Theme 3: Positive Self‑Concept

Participants considered that having a positive self-concept was 
important for SWB (n = 27). This theme was mostly reported 
by Portuguese participants (n = 24). Self-concept refers to the 
perspective one has of oneself and one’s abilities. Participants 
mentioned having a positive self-concept and perceiving a 
person’s attributes come to life through feeling attractive and 
enjoying life. Diana reported that “sometimes people make us 
believe that we are worthless, just because we are old; obviously 
that will influence the way I relate to others, whether I feel well 
about myself” (Diana, 84 years old). A positive perception was 
frequently highlighted by participants: “How can I have a rela-
tionship with someone if I think I do not have a good image of 
myself and about my partner?” asked Filipa (71 years old). Jim 
added: “having a positive image of oneself is essential to help 
seduce a person. There was a phase when my wife was feeling 
ugly, so I had to show her that I only had eyes for her. From that 

point, every day I told her that she was the most beautiful woman 
in the world. It didn’t take a too long to change her mind” (Jim, 
76 years old). Personality traits and mood were also related to 
feeling good about oneself and considered contributors to SWB: 
“He is always in a good mood. It’s difficult to say no to him” 
(Coco, 76 years old).

Theme 4: Health and Self‑Care

Twenty-two Mexican older adults and four Portuguese referred 
ideas related health and self-care to their SWB (e.g., good nutri-
tion, sleep, hygiene and health). Victor (72 years old) verbalized 
“Being healthy, eating well and taking vitamins is important for 
me. When I feel well, I also feel more available for sex and I 
actually think more often about having sex.” Maria added that 
“sleeping well, keeping myself clean and groomed was important 
for me and my sexual drive.” Feelings of relaxation and tranquil-
ity were also referred in relation to this theme. Ana (65 years old) 
indicated that “being relaxed and having no problems” contrib-
uted for her SWB. Carmen added that “for me, my tranquility 
the most important” (Carmen, 84 years old). Another sub-theme 
referred to by participants was the absence of disease and pain. 
Luis indicated that “there was a time when I was not well. Now 
I feel healthy and that reflects into my sexuality. I challenged my 
life by surviving cancer and now I can have a normal sex life” 
(Luis, 67 years old).

Theme 5: Romance

Sixteen Portuguese and five Mexican participants referred to 
romance. Romance was described as a state that should persist in 
old age and especially after a long period of life in common with 
a loved one, after even after conquering the loved one. “I love 
the fact that, after so many years, he continues to give me flow-
ers and gifts once in a while! I love this romantic side of him!” 
exclaimed Susana (81 years old). Being romantic is important 
for older adults. There were reports of emotional expressions of 
romance and love in this study. “For me, feeling loved is very 
important” expressed Graciela (73 years old). Angela explained 
that “a girl’s biggest dream is to be treated like a queen and I can 
say that I am treated like one! I have a real lover by my side!” 
(Angela, 76 years old). Some participants indicated the impor-
tance of addressing the romantic needs of a loved one. Gabriel 
indicated that “Every day, she shows that she loves me; some-
times, with a kiss early in the morning, sometimes with dinner 
at night and of course these small gestures make a difference in 
our sex life” (Gabriel, 71 years old).

Theme 6: Active Life

Having an active life was verbalized by nine Mexican and six Por-
tuguese participants. Physical activity, being busy and informal 
exercise were identified as relevant for preserving SWB in old 
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age and promoting physical and mental health in older age. Gina 
indicated that "having an active life is important for being flexible 
in bed, which is why I signed up for gymnastics lessons” (Gina, 
67 years old). These older adults highlighted that feeling active 
and alive was relevant for their SWB. “Every day, my wife and I 
go for a walk in the morning. We spend time together and we are 
still contributing to our health. And in the evening we have more 
exercise in our bedroom”, verbalized Carl (68 years old). Some 
participants indicated that being active does not mean practicing 
exercise in the gym, but also performing daily activities, such 
as cleaning the house. “I like to be busy. I always find things to 
do at home. And then I feel active in every sense of life” (San-
dra, 71 years old). Lola verbalized that “for me, having activities 
and keeping myself busy with something is important” (Lola, 
71 years old). Celina (73 years old) and Margarita (85 years old) 
also verbalized that “having a very active life, getting from one 
side to another” was a contributor to their SWB.

Theme 7: Tenderness and Care

Eleven participants indicated tenderness and care was part-and-
parcel of their SWB. Tenderness and care were mostly reported 
by Portuguese participants (n = 9). Two Mexican participants 
also verbalized this theme. “Being in love is not just a luxury for 
the youngest. Older adults also need warmth and affection. Even 
more, they fight loneliness. I am not alone. I have a companion 
that loves me and that is why I am happy!" (Olga, 68 years old). 
Philip added that “I miss her, she made me smile with her jokes 
and now I’m alone. She took care of me and cared about me. 
I still love her so much” (Phillip, 71 years old). Finally, Sonia 
indicated that “I like to be touched and massaged and I love when 
he asks what I most like to do in bed. He complements me in all 
the senses” (Sonia, 82 years old).

Theme 8: No Pain and No Pregnancy Restrictions

This theme was exclusively indicated by Portuguese participants 
(n = 10) and all such participants were women. The freedom of 
not having to worry about a possible pregnancy and the fact that 
sexual intercourse was free of pain was important. Celia indicated 
that “I am so lucky. Menopause is over and now I can concentrate 
on enjoying sex. I don’t feel pain anymore and finally I am free of 
fear from getting pregnant. How good is that?” Carolina added 
that “For 40 years I worried about getting pregnant. Now I feel 
free as a bird. Younger women don’t know what they are missing. 
I love my new life since I feel like a lover. I don’t want to miss 
anything good that life may offer me” (Carolina, 72 years old).

Discussion

Analysis of participant interviews generated eight non-mutually 
exclusive themes related to the older adult perspectives on SWB: 
eroticism, supportive relationship, positive self-concept, health 
and self-care, romance, active life, tenderness and care, and no 
pain and no pregnancy restrictions. With the exception of the 
very last theme, all were indicated by men and women from both 
samples, but cultural differences manifested through different 
frequencies. For example, eroticism, the main theme in this study, 
was most pertinent to Portuguese participants.

Although the body gets older and diverges from social patterns 
of attractiveness, eroticism can and should continue to exist in old 
age among men and women, by sharing intimate experiences or 
through games of seduction (Katz, 2010; Træen, et al., 2017a, 
2017b; Watson et al., 2016). Likewise, there is high variability 
in the internalization of the importance of physical attractive-
ness according to ethnicity, educational level and sexual orien-
tation (Clarke, 2002). Beauty social stereotypes accentuate the 
loss of eroticism in elderly men and women by promoting only 
slim, young and athletic bodies as the ideal erotic body (Clarke, 
2002; Træen et al., 2017a). This, in turn, has a marked impact on 
how older people live and express their sexuality (DeLamater & 
Moorman, 2007). Thus, eroticism can be an important resource 
in the daily life of older adults, promoting self-esteem, general 
wellbeing, self-perception of competence, and is a good indica-
tor of SWB (DeLamater, 2012; DeLamater & Moorman, 2007; 
Watson et al., 2016).

A supportive relationship was the second most reported 
theme, indicated mostly by Portuguese participants. The social 
support network is one of the most important variables for the 
well-being of older adults. Over time, older people’s support 
networks shrink, but they tend to increase investments in quality 
relationships that they wish to maintain. Therefore, instrumental 
and emotional support is essential for quality of life in old age 
(Hillman, 2012; Katz, 2010; Reinhardt et al., 2006; von Hum-
boldt & Leal, 2015; von Humboldt et al., 2013b, 2014a, 2014b). 
Sometimes, when families impose resistance to the sexual prac-
tices of older adults, friendships and/or peers can provide impor-
tant support for expressions of sexuality and contribute to older 
adult SWB (Hillman, 2012; Sinković & Towler, 2018). Family 
support, often provided by a spouse or adult children, may be an 
important resource for older adults in the end of their lifespan, 
because generally a few family members are the close, trusted 
and relevant confidantes (Merz et al., 2009; von Humboldt & 
Leal, 2014a, 2014b; von Humboldt et al., 2014a, 2014b, 2015). 
Although seemingly less important than family support, sup-
port provided by non-kin network members has been found to 
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generally increase well-being and to simultaneously bring other 
positive outcomes in later life (Merz & Huxhold, 2010; Unsar 
et al., 2016).

Having a positive self-concept was mostly reported by Por-
tuguese participants. Engagement in sexual practices is closely 
associated with sexual self-concept, particularly the initiative to 
engage in sexual behavior (Cotter & Gonzalez, 2009; DeLamater, 
2012). But general self-concept also influences one’s ability to 
perceive oneself as capable and reliable, and to consider oneself 
as someone with more/less aptness and aptitude for particular 
activities, including the expression of sexuality (Cotter & Gon-
zalez, 2009; DeLamater & Moorman, 2007; Hillman, 2012). 
Physical health, health resources, relationship status, and family 
support are the variables most associated with self-concept. Liv-
ing independently, being healthy, feeling competent, and having 
a partner are generally identified as relevant precursors of posi-
tive selfconcept in older age (Carneiro et al., 2019; DeLamater, 
2012; Ferreira-Valente et al., 2019; Pinquart & Sörensen, 2001; 
Ribeiro-Gonçalves et al., 2021). However, there seem to be some 
variations according to gender. For example, men’s self-concept 
seems to be more connected with their careers, whereas social 
network events are important for women (Pinquart & Sörensen, 
2001).

For Mexican participants, health and self-care was the most 
frequent theme related to SWB. Physical activities (e.g., struc-
tured and non-structured) and good health have been reported 
as significant predictors of persistent sexual interest and enjoy-
ment in older adults in four European countries (Træen et al. 
2019). Conversely, poorer self-rated health has been associated 
with reduced frequency of sexual intercourse in men and women 
(Fischer et al., 2021). Sexual activity, quality of sexual life, and 
interest in sex were positively associated with health in later life, 
specifically health was strongly associated with having a part-
ner, particularly for older women (Lindau & Gavrilova, 2010). 
Research on health conditions affecting sexual health covers a 
variety of conditions (e.g., diabetes, menopause, incontinence, 
dementia, traumatic brain injury, general fatigue, prostatic hyper-
plasia), revealing the importance of overall health for sexual func-
tioning in old age. However, most men and women indicate that 
psychological as opposed to physiological factors affect their 
sense of well-being, with the relationship context determining 
whether sexual problems have an impact on wellbeing (Sinković 
& Towler, 2018). Moreover, Mexican older people seem to have 
less resources than Portuguese older adults (e.g., significantly 
lower annual income), which may have influenced the reporting 
of central indicators of the SWB, such as mental and physical 
health, and self-care, in contrast to the Portuguese older adults, 
for whom dimensions like eroticism were relevant.

Romance was deemed most important for SWB among Portu-
guese participants. Romantic expression in aging depends largely 
on how romantic and sexual expression happened throughout 
life (DeLamater, 2012). This expression implies a positive per-
spective of aging and is hindered by factors such as low sexual 

self-concept, loss of a partner and negative sexual experiences 
(DeLamater & Moorman, 2007; Smith et al., 2019). The social 
perception of older adults as passive agents—without sexuality, 
libido and romanticism to develop an affective-sexual relation-
ship—removes power and social autonomy from sexual expres-
sion (DeLamater, 2012; Træen, et al., 2017a, 2017b). These 
forms of invisibility and delimitation are socially constructed 
and define the social and cultural image of old age based on loss, 
rejection, and illness (Santos-Amaya & Carmona-Valdés, 2016). 
Romantic and sexual expression can differ by biological sex, but 
there is also a psychosocial double standard concerning male 
and female older adult sexuality. Older women’s participation 
in sexual activities is viewed as evil and unnatural, while men’s 
participation in sex is viewed as silly or humorous (DeLamater 
& Moorman, 2007; Hillman, 2012).

Having an active life was mostly frequently alluded to by 
Mexican participants. An active, physical, cognitive and affec-
tive aging is associated with lower levels of sedentarism, which 
decreases the likelihood of functional losses and subsequently 
influences sexual expression and sexual behavior (Hillman, 2012; 
Raguso et al., 2006). Maintaining frequent activity increases the 
sense of usefulness and empowerment, giving greater security 
in various areas of daily life, including sexuality (Foley, 2015; 
Mendoza-Ruvalcaba & Fernández-Ballesteros, 2016; Rheaume 
& Mitty, 2008). However, there are often important obstacles 
that make it difficult for older adults to live an active life (e.g., 
chronic diseases). Regardless of health difficulties, self-perceived 
health appears to effect SWB. Among older men and women 
who rate their health as excellent, almost half reported having 
sex weekly and only 14% who rated their health as “poor” were 
doing so (Hillman, 2012). Moreover, sexual expression is very 
much associated with energy, vitality and feeling alive (Men-
doza-Ruvalcaba & Fernández-Ballesteros, 2016).

Tenderness and care was most frequently mentioned by 
Portuguese participants. SWB in older people seems to be less 
associated with genitality and more with care, attention, tender-
ness, hugs, kisses, and other affectionate behaviors and attitudes 
(DeLamater, 2012). Engagement in physical tenderness or hav-
ing frequent sexual activity was linked to greater social sup-
port, healthy behaviors, younger ages, and better physical and 
psychological health (Mahieu & Gastmans, 2015). However, as 
many older people may lose their partners, engaging in sexual 
play, caring, affection, care and other intimate behaviors may be 
constrained, influencing their SWB (DeLamater, 2012; Hillman, 
2012). In older age, a sexual partner’s availability can reflect 
gender differences in sexual activity and physical tenderness; 
however, the possibility of sexual activity and physical tenderness 
outside a committed relationship is possible, and perhaps more so 
for men (Freak-Polia et al., 2018; Hillman, 2012). In this sense, 
the involvement in tenderness and affection behaviors in older 
adults should be accepted as an expression of sexuality, rather 
than a restriction (DeLamater, 2012; Hillman, 2012).
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Finally, no pain and no pregnancy restrictions were indicated 
by Portuguese women. The Western model of sexual expression 
still largely centers around reproduction (Træen et al., 2017a), a 
function limited or lost in older age (Pearce, Thøgersen-Ntoum-
ani, & Duda, 2013). In this sense, there may be a clear decrease 
in involvement in sexual activity at these ages, but there may also 
be less concern about procreation and a more free and uninhib-
ited involvement in sexual behavior (DeLamater, 2012; Hillman, 
2012; Minichiello et al., 2012). This lack of concern may also 
be a risk factor, as it may lead to disregard for health care (e.g., 
contraceptive barrier methods), thus increasing the likelihood 
of diseases, such as sexually transmitted infections (Minichiello 
et al., 2012). This trend may also lead to a wider transmission of 
this type of disease, as these risk behaviors may be more frequent 
in older adult population (DeLamater & Moorman, 2007; Min-
ichiello et al., 2012). This reality underlines the importance of 
sexual psychoeducation in older adults to promote sexual health 
and prevent sexually transmitted infections (DeLamater, 2012).

Cultural differences in this study manifested through differ-
ing frequencies for themes. Eroticism, a positive self-concept, 
and a supportive relationship were most relevant for Portu-
guese participants’ SWB. For Portuguese older adults, health 
and self-care was the least important theme. Among Mexican 
participants, health and self-care was the most frequent theme. 
Mexican participants also indicated that a supportive relation-
ship was important for their SWB, while their least important 
theme was positive self-concept. The absence of pain and preg-
nancy restrictions was pertinent for Portuguese women alone. 
Although cultural studies are scarce, some studies (e.g., European 
and North American) reveal relevant and diverse results (Fischer 
et al., 2021; Laumann et al., 2006). Sexuality, and particularly 
SWB, is a construct strongly influenced by sociocultural and 
psychosocial values. Thus, due to the mutability of how SWB 
manifests in different cultures and in the older population, stud-
ies like the present one represent important sources of useful 
information for ethnographic interventions to enhance sexuality 
(Hinchliff et al., 2017; Træen et al., 2017a, 2017b). The findings 
in these studies represent a diversity of experiences and a very 
rich source for new research questions (von Humboldt & Leal, 
2014a, 2014b, 2015; von Humboldt et al., 2013a, 2014a, 2014b, 
2015, 2018). Additionally, cross-cultural and qualitative studies 
clarify inconsistencies that occur among monocultural studies 
(Fischer et al., 2021). Bell et al. (2016) point out that cross-cul-
tural studies are needed to clarify the methodological difficulties 
and inconsistencies found in several studies addressing sexuality 
in older adults (see also Traeen et al., 2019).

The present study has a number of limitations that need to be 
addressed. The Mexican sample did not include participants who 
self-identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgendered, or other. 
Therefore, gender identity comparisons were not possible. Fac-
tors that contribute to SWB within the context of gender identity 

warrants empirical attention. In addition, participants’ responses 
may have been biased due to social expectations. Another limita-
tion is that although SWB was considered as a component of gen-
eral satisfaction with life and well-being (Træen & Villar, 2020), 
some participants felt that SWB was not important or of little 
interest to them. Studies report that older adults engage in sex-
ual activity less frequently when compared to younger cohorts, 
and older sexually active women and men report lower sexual 
function compared to younger cohorts (Mitchell et al., 2013). 
Furthermore, health conditions, religion and marital status have 
been related to indifference toward sexual activities in later life 
(Sinković & Towler, 2018; Torres & Rodríguez-Martín, 2019).

Notwithstanding the above limitations, this cross-cultural 
qualitative study fills a gap in the Gerontological literature. Sev-
eral studies have emphasized the need for in-depth qualitative 
studies that address the sexual health of the older population; 
studies on SWB are scarce (Hinchliff et al., 2017). So too are 
cross-cultural studies on sexual health (Fischer et al., 2021; Lau-
mann et al., 2006). This makes simultaneously qualitative and 
cross-cultural studies scarcer. Nonetheless such studies permit 
a more in-depth assessment and identification of positive and 
negative health dimensions in various contexts, helping to iden-
tify patterns of variables that may influence SWB, in addition 
to allowing SWB to be characterized in a more complete and 
comprehensive way (Štulhofer et al., 2020; von Humboldt et al., 
2018). The collection of more complete and representative data 
on diverse ways of living and expression of SWB also represents 
an important contribution to the implementation and adjustment 
of international policies on sexual health in older adults, which 
is becoming increasingly important (Bell et al., 2016; von Hum-
boldt et al., 2018). Hence, the present cross-cultural qualitative 
study represents an important step toward consolidating and char-
acterizing the concept of SWB in old age, reducing the empirical 
gap in comparative research of different cultures on SWB in older 
adults, and leading to interventions and comprehensive policies 
for large geographical areas.
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