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Abstract: The sexuality of older adults is shaped by generalizations and beliefs that contribute to the neglect 

of this aspect of care. Objective: to evaluate the knowledge and approach regarding the sexuality of older 

adults among medical and nursing professionals working in Primary Health Care. Method: a mixed-methods 

approach with an explanatory sequential design, comprising a quantitative phase followed by a qualitative 

phase. Quantitative data were collected and analyzed using a sociodemographic questionnaire and the Scale 

of Attitudes and Knowledge about Sexuality in Old Age, while qualitative data were gathered through semi-

structured interviews. The phases involved 129 and 7 participants, respectively. Results: male medical profes-

sionals and specialists demonstrated greater knowledge regarding the sexuality of older adults, as well as more 

liberal attitudes. A gap in professional training regarding this topic was observed, alongside a predominance of 

a biomedical perspective. Limited knowledge, compounded by social, cultural, and gender-related factors, 

resulted in limitations regarding interventions. The approach to sexuality in clinical practice was characterized 

by a reactive stance, focused on male patients and issues related to erectile dysfunction. Conclusion: the study 

revealed that, despite acknowledging the importance of sexuality, professionals possess limited technical 

knowledge and display hesitant attitudes. A lack of specific training, cultural barriers, and gender issues hinder 

the adoption of an approach that addresses sexuality within Primary Care. 

Keywords: Sexuality; Olde Age assistance; Primary Health Care. 

Resumo: A sexualidade da pessoa idosa é atravessada por generalizações e crenças que contribuem para o 

negligenciamento deste cuidado. Objetivo: avaliar o conhecimento e a abordagem da sexualidade da pessoa 

idosa por profissionais médicos(as) e enfermeiros(as) que atuam na Atenção Primária à Saúde. Método: misto, 

com delineamento sequencial explicativo, quantitativo, seguido de qualitativo. Foram coletados e analisados 

dados quantitativos, por questionário sociodemográfico e Escala de Atitudes e Conhecimentos sobre a Sexu-

alidade na Terceira Idade, e dados qualitativos, por entrevista semiestruturada. As fases contaram com 129 e 

07 participantes, respectivamente. Resultados: profissionais médicos, homens e especialistas apresentaram 

maior conhecimento sobre a sexualidade da pessoa idosa, e atitudes mais liberais. Observou-se uma lacuna 

sobre o tema na formação dos profissionais, e preponderância de perspectiva biomédica. O conhecimento 

limitado, acrescido de aspectos sociais, culturais e de gênero, implicou limitações nas intervenções. A aborda-

gem da sexualidade na prática assistencial caracterizou-se por perspectiva reativa, de usuários do sexo mas-

culino e relacionadas à disfunção erétil. Conclusão: o estudo evidenciou que, apesar de reconhecerem a im-

portância da sexualidade, os profissionais apresentam conhecimento técnico limitado e atitudes hesitantes. A  
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falta de treinamento específico, barreiras culturais e questões de gênero inibem abordagem que contemple 

sexualidade na Atenção Primária. 

Palavras-chave: Sexualidade; Assistência a Idosos; Atenção Primária à Saúde. 

Resumen: La sexualidad de las personas mayores está atravesada por creencias y estereotipos que contri-

buyen a su descuido. Objetivo: Evaluar el conocimiento y el abordaje de la sexualidad en las personas mayores 

por médicos(as) y enfermeros(as) de la Atención Primaria de Salud. Métodos: estudio de métodos mixtos con 

diseño secuencial explicativo. Los datos cuantitativos se obtuvieron mediante un cuestionario sociodemográ-

fico y la Escala de Actitudes y Conocimientos sobre la Sexualidad en la Vejez, y los cualitativos mediante en-

trevistas semiestructuradas. Participaron 129 profesionales en la fase cuantitativa y 7 en la cualitativa. Resulta-

dos: Los médicos, los hombres y los especialistas presentaron mayor conocimiento y actitudes más liberales 

respecto a la sexualidad en la vejez. Se identificaron vacíos en la formación profesional y el predominio de una 

perspectiva biomédica. El conocimiento limitado, junto con factores sociales, culturales y de género, restringió 

las intervenciones. El abordaje de la sexualidad fue predominantemente reactivo, centrado en usuarios mas-

culinos y asociado a la disfunción eréctil. Conclusiones: Aunque los profesionales reconocen la importancia de 

la sexualidad, presentan conocimientos limitados y actitudes vacilantes. La falta de capacitación específica, las 

barreras culturales y las cuestiones de género dificultan un abordaje integral de la sexualidad en la Atención 

Primaria.  

Palabras clave: Sexualidad; Asistencia a los ancianos; Atención primaria de salud. 

 

Introduction  

 

Aging can be defined as a sequential, individual, cumulative, and non-pathological process (Pan American 

Health Organization, 2025). Old age, as a stage of the life course, is socio-culturally constructed; it is hetero-

geneous (Debert, 1998; Azevedo, 2023) and shaped by diverse social markers, such as sexuality (Teixeira, 

2023). 

Human sexuality is also understood as a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, composed of biologi-

cal, psychological, and sociocultural elements (Araújo et al., 2013; Srinivasan et al., 2019). Although there is no 

evidence that sexuality ceases in older adults (Debert & Brigeiro, 2012), myths and stereotypes persist that 

associate old age with an asexual stage (Chen, 2017; Srinivasan et al., 2019; Brito et al., 2023; Ayala, 2024). 

Myths and generalizations regarding sexuality in old age contribute to the neglect of the older popula-

tion's health needs, particularly concerning sexually transmitted infections (STIs) (World Health Organization, 

2015). Data from the Ministry of Health's Epidemiological Bulletin reveal an increase in new HIV infection 

cases among women and men aged 50 and older in 2024. Compared to 2014, the proportion of new cases 

rose from 10.9% to 17.0% among women and from 7.6% to 9.0% among men (Brazil, 2025).   

 Most healthcare professionals feel unprepared to address sexuality in the context of aging (Barbosa et 

al., 2022; Thomson et al., 2023). This lack of preparedness and sense of discomfort stem from the limited 

attention paid to the subject during academic training, compounded by the influence of myths and stereotypes 

(Ahn & Kim, 2020; Fabrício et al., 2021). This challenge is reflected in the scientific literature—which remains 

scarce—particularly regarding the knowledge and attitudes of Primary Health Care (PHC) professionals 

(Fabrício et al., 2021). Gaining a better understanding of healthcare professionals' knowledge and clinical atti-

tudes regarding this topic facilitates the identification of strategies to improve how sexuality among older adults 

is addressed within PHC. (Thomson et al., 2023; Fabrício et al., 2021).  

This study aimed to evaluate the knowledge and approach regarding the sexuality of older adults among 

medical and nursing professionals working in PHC. 

 

Methods 

 

This is a mixed-methods study using a sequential explanatory design, involving the collection and analysis 

of quantitative data in the first phase, followed by the collection and analysis of qualitative data in the second 

phase. The study was conducted in Juiz de Fora, Minas Gerais, with physicians and nurses working in Primary 
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Health Care (PHC). For the first phase of data collection, the sole inclusion criterion was having worked in 

PHC for at least three months; this timeframe was chosen because it allows professionals to become familiar 

with the work and the local area, while minimizing participant loss due to staff turnover at the study site. The 

results of the first phase guided the selection of participant profiles for the qualitative phase, as well as the 

interview guide. A total of 129 individuals participated in the study, with seven participating in both stages.  

In the first phase, a sociodemographic questionnaire was administered to characterize the sample, along 

with the "ASKAS" (Aging Sexual Attitudes and Knowledge Scale)—a tool used to assess knowledge and atti-

tudes regarding sexuality in older adults. This scale was validated for the Brazilian population in 2008 (Viana, 

Guirardello, & Magruga, 2010; Viana et al., 2012). The scale is divided into two parts, yielding two scores: 

regarding knowledge, a lower score indicates greater knowledge; regarding attitudes, a lower score indicates 

more positive attitudes toward sexuality in older adults. 

In the statistical analysis, the sample was described using mean and standard deviation values for con-

tinuous variables, and absolute and relative frequencies for categorical variables. Data normality regarding the 

total ASKAS scale score for each domain was assessed using the Shapiro-Wilk test, revealing a non-normal 

distribution (p < 0.05). Due to the non-normal distribution, the scale scores for the total sample and each 

group were described using medians and interquartile ranges.  

Comparisons of medians between groups defined by sample characteristics were performed using the 

Mann-Whitney U test (for comparisons between two groups) and the Kruskal-Wallis test (for comparisons 

among three groups). Correlations between scale scores and continuous variables were assessed using 

Spearman's correlation test. Analyses were conducted using the R statistical package (version 4.5.0), and a 

significance level of 0.05 was adopted. 

 

     Figure 1 – Flowchart of data integration 

 
 

In the second phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted, focusing on exploring three analytical 

axes in depth: I) Beliefs and perceptions regarding the sexuality of older adults; II) Education, training, and 

knowledge concerning the sexuality of older adults; III) Addressing the sexuality of older adults in Primary 

Health Care (PHC). Thematic content analysis (Gomes, 2009) was applied for data processing and interpre-

tation. The process was structured into three main stages: (1) pre-analysis, during which the interviews were 

fully transcribed, the text corpus was organized, and a preliminary reading was conducted; (2) exhaustive read-

ing and coding of recurring recording units, resulting in the identification of themes and sub-themes; (3) con-

struction and refinement of categories, highlighting nuances, trends, and contradictions. Three researchers 
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carried out these stages independently. Data saturation was reached when, following the integration and iter-

ative analysis of the interviews, a repetition of themes and categories relevant to the study was observed. 

Participants for the second-phase interview were selected from among those who had taken part in the first 

phase and who fit profiles defined by categories—identified during the quantitative analysis—representing di-

verse knowledge and attitudes regarding the sexuality of older adults. 

The project was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Federal University of Juiz de Fora 

(Number 6.801.088), and data collection for both stages took place after all participants had signed the In-

formed Consent Form.  

 

Results 

 

The sample was characterized as being almost entirely Brazilian (99.2%), with a Catholic majority 

(60.4%). The mean age was 37.28 (±11.17) years, and the mean duration of practice in Primary Health Care 

(PHC) was 87.96 (±104.08) months. Professionals reported attending to older adults an average of 4.50 

(±1.15) times per week. It was observed that 54.2% of respondents were nurses, 69.9% lacked specialization 

in Family Health or Geriatric Health, 76.7% were female, and 51.9% reported not having the habit of asking 

older adults about their sexuality during consultations. 

The median and interquartile range of the ASKAS scale score, considering the total sample, were 26 

[23–30] for Part 1 (Knowledge) and 11 [9–14] for Part 2 (Attitudes). 

Scores on each section of the ASKAS Scale were compared across groups categorized by the following 

characteristics: (1) men and women; (2) living with or without a partner; (3) physicians and nurses; (4) with or 

without specialization in family health or geriatric health; (5) whether or not they address the sexuality of older 

adults during care; and (6) whether or not they feel embarrassed when asking about the topic. 

There were statistically significant differences regarding gender, professional category, and specializa-

tion, with physicians, men, and specialists demonstrating greater knowledge and less conservative attitudes. 

The correlations between age, length of experience in the Family Health Strategy (ESF), the weekly average 

number of older patients seen, and the ASKAS scale scores in both domains were not significant (p > 0.05). 

 

The results above are presented in Table 1. 

 

 

     Table 1 - Sample characterization and ASKAS scale scores (n=129) 

Score  P value*** 

Sex 

 Female Male  

N (%) 99 (76.7%) 30 (23.3%)  

Knowledge MD[IQT]* 28 [24 – 30] 23 [22 – 26] 0.005 

Attitudes MD[IQT] 11 [10-14] 9 [8 – 12] 0.005 

Marital status ** 

 Does not live  
with a partner 

Lives with a part-
ner 

 

N (%) 76 (58.9%) 53 (41.1%)  

Knowledge MD[IQT]* 26 [23 – 30] 26 [23-30] 0.853 

 Attitudes MD[IQT] 10.5 [8-14] 12 [10-14] 0.056 

https://doi.org/10.35919/rbsh.v37.1417
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Training 

 Physician Nurse  

N (%) 59 (45.7%) 70 (54.2%)  

Knowledge MD[IQT]* 25.5 [22.7-29] 28 [24-32] 0.007 

 Attitudes MD[IQT] 10 [8-14] 12 [10-15] 0.001 

Specialization 

 
Family/Older adult Health Other/None  

N (%) 39 (30.1%) 90 (69.9%)  

Knowledge MD[IQT] 25.5 [23-29] 28 [24.2 – 30.7] 0.047 

Attitudes MD[IQT] 11 [8.7 – 13.3] 11.50 [9-14] 0.859 

Question Sexuality 

 Yes No Depends  

N (%) 27 (20.9%) 67 (51.9%) 35 (27.2%)  

Knowledge MD[IQT]* 27.5 [23.2-30] 26 [23-20] 26 [23-30] 0.948 

 Attitudes MD[IQT] 11.5 [8-13] 11 [10-15] 11 [8-14] 0.469 

Feels embarrassed to ask about sexuality 

 Yes No  

N (%) 26 (20.1%) 103 (79.9%)  

Knowledge MD[IQT]* 27 [24-31.5] 27 [23-30] 0.845 

 Attitudes MD[IQT] 11 [8.5 – 14] 11 [9 -14] 0.861 

     * Median [Interquartile Range] 
     ** Does not live with a partner: single/widowed/divorced; lives with a partner: married/stable union. 
     *** Mann-Whitney U test (2 categories) or Kruskal-Wallis test (3 categories). 

 

To participate in the qualitative phase, profiles showing statistically significant differences were selected: 

gender, academic background, and specialization. Seven professionals participated: a female non-specialist 

physician (MDA-NE), a female specialist physician (MDA-E), a male non-specialist physician (MDO-NE), a male 

specialist physician (MDO-E), a female non-specialist nurse (EFA-NE), a female specialist nurse (EFA-E), and 

a male non-specialist nurse (EFO-NE). It was not possible to include male specialist nurses due to refusals to 

participate or the inability to establish contact. Participants were recruited from among those who had re-

sponded to the first phase. Content analysis following the interviews yielded three main categories: Category 

1 – training and knowledge; Category 2 – characterization of the approach; Category 3 – multiple barriers to 

the approach. 

 

Category 1 - Training and knowledge - The sexuality of older adults silenced in the profes-

sional training process 

 

The professionals reported limited coverage of sexuality during their undergraduate and—where appli-

cable—specialization studies. This gap was particularly evident regarding the sexuality of older adults, an area 

https://doi.org/10.35919/rbsh.v37.1417
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where the topic was either not addressed at all or only touched upon sporadically. Furthermore, a lack of 

training during their professional practice was also noted. Overall, the participants consider their knowledge 

of the subject to be limited; however, male professionals reported feeling less uncomfortable regarding their 

command of the topic. A recurring theme was the demand for training and specific protocols to guide how 

this issue is addressed in routine care. 

I’ve been a qualified nurse for over 30 years, and during my postgraduate studies, there wasn't 
really any in-depth coverage of this issue. There was no focus on the sexuality of older adults. 
They talk a lot about pathophysiology and care, but not about sexuality. (ENFA-E). 

I don't recall that being addressed, no. Not regarding the sexuality of older adults. We covered 
adult and older adults’ health—and we did touch on it; we had contact and conversations—but 
the topic of sexuality wasn't part of the course syllabus. (ENFO-NE). 

I think it would be interesting—much like the SPIKES protocol—to have some sort of protocol 
for this approach, using words that wouldn't cause as much discomfort, especially for the patient. 
And perhaps we could also approach it in other ways, such as discussing life goals, leisure activi-
ties, and what they enjoy doing. (MDA-NE). 

 

Category 2 - Characterization of the approach - Formative silence in practice: care ap-

proaches        

 

In clinical practice, the sexuality of older adults was frequently cited as an important—though not cen-

tral—aspect of health, and was not routinely included in the patient history. Accounts focused primarily on the 

biological dimension, with no mention of measures to promote healthy sexuality. The approach taken was 

described in two ways: a reactive one (the most common) and an active one. According to the professionals, 

the reactive approach is adopted in response to patient complaints, primarily regarding erectile dysfunction or 

dyspareunia. When an active approach is used, it tends to focus mainly on the prevention and screening of 

sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and, in some cases, on the climacteric period. 

It was only when discussing the climacteric phase—specifically the issue of dryness—that many 
felt self-conscious about having an active sex life, whether with a partner or someone else; after 
all, many are widows or separated, right? So, it was really about that aspect of the climacteric and 
its impact on sexuality. (ENFA-NE).            

I place great emphasis on the issue of STIs among older adults —a significant risk that is on the 
rise due to the lack of condom use. I discuss this with older adults, highlighting the importance of 
avoiding multiple partners without protection and addressing the severity of STI-related lesions, 
which are increasingly prevalent in this age group. (ENFA-E). 

I ask whether the person is still sexually active—particularly regarding the prevention of sexually 
transmitted diseases—since some older adults still have a habit of having sexual relations with 
non-steady partners. (MDO-E). 

 

Category 3 - Multiple barriers to the approach – Challenges for a comprehensive approach 

that includes sexuality 

 

 It is observed that professionals face technical, cultural, and social barriers when addressing sexuality 

during consultations. They frequently reported feeling personally uncomfortable handling this topic. Partici-

pants perceived older adults as being reserved when discussing the issue, attributing this attitude to cultural 

factors that treat sexuality as a sensitive subject or a taboo. Regarding their own perspectives, professionals 

reported feeling insecure due to a lack of adequate technical training and a fear of appearing intrusive. Notably, 

they expressed the view that gender acts as a limiting factor in these discussions, with discomfort being height-

ened when there is a gender mismatch between the professional and the older adult. Aspects related to sexual 

orientation were not addressed by the professionals. One participant offered additional insights, noting further 

challenges regarding gender identity. 

Older adults are sometimes more reserved about this issue—they feel more self-conscious, often 
due to their upbringing, as the topic simply wasn't discussed in the past. They sometimes struggle 
with it; women, in particular, may dislike having us examine their legs, genitals, or breasts. These 
social factors make it harder for us to address the subject. I generally don't have issues with men—

https://doi.org/10.35919/rbsh.v37.1417
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it's simpler—but I think women, especially, tend to have this kind of inhibition. (MDO-E). 

When dealing with an older person—especially an older woman, given the generation gap and 
the fact that I’m a man—I sometimes feel apprehensive. Am I being too intrusive? How will she 
interpret this? Might she perceive it as harassment? (ENFO-NE). 

Sexuality isn't just challenging for older adults—though it is more so, partly    because we don't 
really think about the subject—but it is particularly difficult in male-female relationships. Address-
ing sexuality with trans people is also challenging; there are other issues involved. And if the per-
son is an older trans individual, it is even more difficult. (MDA-NE). 

There is a consensus among participants regarding the importance of addressing the sexuality of older 

adults in Primary Health Care practice, particularly with a focus on STI prevention. However, gaps in training 

and significant barriers have been identified. Professionals suggest the creation of specific protocols, continu-

ous training, and the systematic inclusion of the topic in undergraduate health curricula. 

 

Discussion 

 

The difficulties regarding a lack of knowledge and training identified in the research also appeared in 

other studies (Venturini et al., 2018; Feitosa et al., 2020; Monteiro et al., 2021; Fabrício et al., 2025). This 

stems from a limited offering of courses, extension projects, and research activities related to this topic during 

health-related academic training (Rabelo & Lima, 2011; Moutta, 2024). A study conducted in Israel (Levkovich, 

Gewirtz-Maydan, & Ayalon, 2021) compared two groups of physicians—those with training in human sexuality 

and those without—and found that the untrained group felt less comfortable addressing the subject, relying 

solely on biological reasoning and pharmacological advice. In contrast, the trained group found it easier to 

discuss the topic and demonstrated an ability to correlate the biological, psychological, and sociocultural di-

mensions of sexuality, while also providing broader guidance that took into account multiple dimensions and 

multidisciplinary interventions.  

Regarding differences between professional categories, physicians reported greater knowledge and a 

more liberal attitude—by margins of 2.5 and 2 points, respectively. However, no difference was observed in 

the qualitative results. There is no consensus in the literature; research by Ahn and Kim (2020), comparing 

medical and nursing professionals, showed that physicians felt less discomfort and embarrassment when dis-

cussing sexuality with patients, whereas Hughes and Wittmann (2015)—whose study also involved physicians 

and nurses—found no difference between the two groups. According to the results of Fabricio et al. (2025), 

such a difference should not exist, as the interviewees maintained that both physicians and nurses ought to 

address the topic of sexuality with older adults during consultations.  

Regarding specialties, the study by Santos (2017)—conducted with physicians specializing in internal 

medicine, general surgery, gynecology and obstetrics, psychiatry, urology, geriatrics, and infectious diseases—

observed that 42.8% of professionals address these aspects only when prompted by complaints from older 

adults, a pattern similar to that of non-specialists. The present study identified a higher level of knowledge 

among physicians and nurses specializing in Family Health or Older Adult Health; a possible explanation is the 

tendency of these professionals to adopt a comprehensive approach, as this principle is valued in their training, 

fostering more meaningful and impactful learning (Lima, Soeiro, and Folha, 2024). A comprehensive approach 

benefits older adult patients and should be encouraged in both collective and individual actions through pro-

fessional training (Almeida, Rosa, and Costa, 2024). Sexuality is closely linked to the comprehensive approach, 

as it encompasses aspects of functionality, quality of life, and mental health among older adults, and thus cannot 

be limited to a purely biomedical perspective (Santos, 2022; Fabrício et. al, 2025) 

The difference observed regarding the professionals' gender—with better results among men—con-

trasted with the findings of Hughes and Wittmann (2015), who conducted a study with primary care profes-

sionals in the United States and found better results among women. The sample consisted predominantly of 

physicians (59%) and women (68%), with an average of 15 years of experience; 52% of them spent less than 

half their working time caring for older adults. Bogaert & Roels (2025) found that male professionals were less 

likely than the women interviewed to cite insufficient knowledge of the subject as a barrier to asking questions 

about sexuality. In contrast, studies by Langer-Most & Langer (2010)—conducted with gynecologists—and by 

https://doi.org/10.35919/rbsh.v37.1417
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Rabelo & Lima (2011)—conducted with health science university students—found no gender-based differ-

ences regarding knowledge and attitudes concerning the sexuality of older adults. Beyond gender, cultural 

differences between countries, as well as the specific characteristics of primary care in each location, may also 

influence these variations.  

Regarding the approach to sexuality, 51.9% stated that they do not routinely inquire about the sexuality 

of older adults. Many health professionals overlook the importance of sexuality (Araújo et al., 2021). When 

the topic is addressed, most professionals report a reactive approach—that is, responding to specific com-

plaints. Similar results were reported by Fabrício et al. (2025), who observed a reactive and unsystematic 

approach to sexuality, noting that it was mentioned more frequently by nurses and usually in the context of 

collecting samples for cytopathological exams. A national study involving 596 older Brazilians revealed that the 

majority of participants had never received guidance on sexuality during healthcare encounters (Júnior et al., 

2022). This topic is also not addressed among older adults with disabilities (Soares & Meneghel, 2021). 

When the approach is proactive, the focus is reportedly placed on STI prevention and, less frequently, 

on the climacteric. This reinforces a reductionist view of sexuality in older adults, framing it merely as a source 

of disease transmission or discomfort. Such a perspective limits the understanding of sexuality in old age to 

pathological aspects, neglecting subjective, social, and emotional dimensions (Brito et al., 2023; Oliveira & 

Dias, 2023; Ferreira, 2023). This concept may be a lingering effect of the 1980s HIV/AIDS epidemic, which 

shifted the perception of sexual activity—previously linked to well-being—toward associations with disease 

and death (Giami, 2007; Santos et al., 2017). It is also rooted in the rising incidence of STIs among the older 

population (Silva et al., 2023). Given that professionals perceive their knowledge as insufficient and express a 

need for training and protocols, this approach may also represent a way to introduce sexuality into daily prac-

tice—albeit tentatively—serving as a strategy for professionals to address the topic without being misunder-

stood.  

Embarrassment regarding the discussion of sexuality was reported by 20.1% of professionals. Qualita-

tive data highlighted that this discomfort remains a significant barrier and is a frequently cited factor. These 

findings align with the results of other studies (Bourchier et al., 2024; Fabrício et al., 2025) in which healthcare 

professionals report feelings of discomfort, prejudice, and embarrassment—including regarding older adults. 

In the qualitative phase, the difference in sex/gender between the professional and the service user was iden-

tified as a potential barrier to actively addressing sexuality during consultations. Other studies report similar 

findings (Evangelista et al., 2019; Fabrício et al., 2025), regardless of sexual orientation.  

There is a complex web of meanings in which the taboo surrounding sexuality in old age intersects with 

gender norms and intergenerational barriers that impact care practices. The gender dimension can be under-

stood in light of cultural norms—particularly in contexts marked by symbolic asymmetries—and tends to in-

fluence communication about sexuality based on the expectations established for men and women (Lima et 

al., 2020; Santos, 2022). Professionals, especially women, tend to show greater reticence, a tendency that may 

be linked to gender socialization processes and the scrutiny of their behavior in professional settings. Differ-

ences in gender-based socialization also help explain the qualitative findings showing that the complaints most 

frequently reported by men relate to maintaining sexual activity, whereas those most frequently reported by 

older women relate to physical discomfort (Barbosa et al., 2022; Araújo et al., 2013).  

Some professionals highlighted the bond as a facilitator for addressing sexuality, given that it is a private 

and intimate subject. This point is also important for Primary Health Care (PHC), for which longitudinality is 

one of the essential attributes (Lima et al., 2024; Bogaert & Roels, 2025).  

It is important for healthcare professionals to value sexuality and address it in their daily practice (Costa 

et al., 2017). They are responsible for developing educational initiatives and practices regarding sexual health 

for older adults—focusing on preventive measures during sexual activity and fostering an interest in experi-

encing sexuality in a healthy way—while also seeking strategies to mitigate psychological and social challenges, 

thereby empowering older adults to take an active role in their own sexuality (Rabelo & Lima, 2011). Effec-

tively integrating topics related to sexuality and older adult health into both academic and continuing education 

can contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the subject. The potential for longitudinal contact with 

this population within Primary Health Care fosters a strong bond, encouraging individuals to share their health 

needs, including those related to sexuality (Evangelista et al., 2019, Ng et al., 2025).  
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The limitations of this study include the failure to collect data on categories fundamental to intersectional 

analyses, such as race/ethnicity and sexual orientation. Another limitation is that the study was conducted in a 

single municipality—albeit a large one—with units located in territories with diverse profiles. Furthermore, 

the qualitative analysis lacked representation from the "male specialist nurse" subgroup. Key contributions 

include the sample size, the inclusion of two professional categories (nursing and medicine), and the mixed-

methods (quantitative-qualitative) approach. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This study revealed that the level of knowledge regarding the sexuality of older adults among Primary 

Health Care (PHC) professionals is higher among men, physicians, and specialists. Attitudes toward the subject 

tend to be more liberal within these same groups. This understanding was deepened through the analysis of 

interviews with professionals whose characteristics demonstrated differences in knowledge and attitudes re-

garding the sexuality of older adults. Interview analyses highlighted that the taboo surrounding the sexuality of 

older adults constitutes a significant barrier to addressing the topic; this is often linked to embarrassment and 

the perception that the subject falls outside the scope of clinical practice, thereby compromising the compre-

hensiveness of care. Addressing the sexuality of older adults in PHC is not limited to a technical dimension but 

involves complex interactions among cultural, social, and moral aspects. Understanding these factors should 

encourage professionals to seek training and further knowledge, as well as to break down barriers, enabling 

them to incorporate discussions on sexuality into their daily PHC practice with older adults. 
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