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1. Introduction

Sexual health has been defined as “the state of physical, emo-
tional and social wellbeing related to sexuality.” Consequently,
sexual health is not simply the absence of disease, dysfunction
or sexual inability; rather, it is a right that should be respected,
protected and exercised fully [1].

In this sense, the increased life expectancy and liberation
from sexual traditions that characterize modern society have also
changed the sexual landscape for mature adults, who are now able
to enjoy sexual relations of increased quality for extended peri-
ods of time. However, there are medical, psychological and social
reasons that complicate full sexual health that are frequently not
attended to sufficiently [2].

The objective of this guide will be to analyze the factors that
impact the sexual health of men and women over 50 and to pro-
vide recommendations for the most appropriate diagnostic and
therapeutic measures for this age group. A panel of experts from
various Spanish scientific societies related to sexual health (Spanish
Menopause Society, SMS; Asociacion Espariola de Andrologia, Medic-
ina Sexual y Reproductiva, ASESA; Federacion Espaiiola de Sociedades
de Sexologia, FESS; and Sociedad Espafiola de Médicos de Atencion
Primaria SEMERGEN) met to reach a consensus on these issues.
The consensus considers it appropriate to develop its own rec-
ommendations based on the GRADE (Grading of Recommendations
Assessment, Development and Evaluation) system to elaborate clin-
ical practice guidelines and to classify the quality of the evidence
and the strength of the recommendations [3].

2. Factors that impact the sexual health of men and women
over 50

After 50 years of age, physiological, psychological and socio-
cultural changes can have significant effects on sexual relations.
Occasionally, these changes can promote sexual relations, but it is
more common for these factors to impair sexual relations or even to
interrupt them completely. Sexuality at this age is conditioned by
previous experience and is frequently affected by the health prob-
lems and pharmacological treatment of conditions that often afflict
older adults. Indeed, the use of chronic medication is frequent in
individuals over the age of 50. Several types of these medications
(for example antihypertensive and antidepressants) are known to
affect sexual responses. The use of other drugs can also affect sex-
ual responses and can contribute to changes in sexual experience,
risky sexual behaviors and social conflicts between the couple [4].

Age fundamentally modifies the sexual response, just as it
affects multiple other physical abilities in humans. Women are
more likely than men to experience specific hormonal changes
throughout their life that temporarily alter their sexual responses
[5]. However, strong evidence has shown that neither age nor hor-
monal changes themselves are solely responsible for the decline of
sexual health observed in individuals over 50. Rather, this decline
is thought to occur in response to a number of other factors that
are psychological, relational or socio-cultural in nature [6,7].

In addition, sexual health can deteriorate because of a variety of
medical or psychiatric problems that become increasingly frequent
over an individual’s lifespan. This deterioration in sexual health
results not only from the primary effects of the disease and its treat-
ment on sexual responses but also from the negative psychological
consequences that occur secondary to the development and phar-
macological management of disease (i.e., decreased self-esteem,
changes in body image or depression) [8]. However, evidence is
scarce regarding the impact of disease on sexual health. Further-
more, much of the evidence that is available is heterogeneous
and of low quality. Even the guidelines for clinical practice rarely

mention sexual health unless the course of treatment directly tar-
gets sexual dysfunction.

Genitourinary pathology deserves special mention, especially if
its treatment is surgical or the basis of the pathology is oncological,
in which case sexual health can be compromised by alterations in
the anatomy, physiology and psychology of the individual suffering
the disease [9,10]. The same can be said regarding breast cancer:
even if a condition does not directly affect the genital area, female
sexual health can be greatly impaired due to the physical and psy-
chological pain that results directly from the disease process itself
or as an indirect consequence of various treatment regimens. For
example, drugs with anti-estrogen activity can compromise sexual
health by greatly increasing vaginal atrophy [11].

Sexology should accept the peculiarities of older people and
integrate them holistically without separating the physical from
the psychological and social. The ability of an individual to adjust his
or her sexuality to the physical changes associated with aging and
the alterations in other life circumstances associated with increased
age is conditioned by psychosexual health. In turn, maintaining
psychosexual health is dependent on avoiding myths and unre-
alistic expectations. It is common for the expression of sexuality
to be repressed in certain cultures once an individual has lost his
or her reproductive capacity. This frequently occurs with older or
sick people, for whom sexuality can be experienced as something
dark or shameful. In contrast, accepting the physical changes that
occur in a couple and a history of good sexual experiences can have
a positive influence on maintaining sexual health with age [2].

Regarding gender differences in the experience of sexuality,
men of any age are more likely to focus their attention on the gen-
ital area, whereas women typically focus on the relationship of the
couple and intimacy. Therefore, age and disease often affect desire
more in females and erection more in males [12]. In addition to this
qualitative aspect, quantitative differences also exist between the
genders. Overall, female sexuality is affected more by aging than
male sexuality. This likely occurs for several reasons, including the
facts that there are more men paired with younger women (or with
second partners), children now take longer to emancipate (which
affects women more) and women still perform work “exclusive”
to their gender, such as caring for the elderly. In addition, one’s
partner’s value of sexuality has an effect on sexual health, which
reinforces its relational condition and the need for support and
communication with one’s sexual partner [13].

In conclusion, neither age nor hormonal changes are the pri-
mary determining factor in the cessation of sexual activity. The
majority of people with a partner continue to engage in sexual
activity. Individuals who do not continue sexual relations tend to
end their sexual relations less on account of a lack of interest and
more because of a lack of an available partner who is able to have
sexual relations. Health professionals must understand that all indi-
viduals have sexual needs, and thus all patients should be offered
the opportunity to express their concerns regarding sexual matters,
especially in situations that are likely to worsen.

3. Sexual dysfunctions in men and women over the age of
50

3.1. Erectile dysfunction

Erectile dysfunction (ED) is defined as the persistent inability
to achieve or maintain an erection that allows for satisfactory sex-
ual performance. It affects the physical, the psychosocial and the
sexual health of ED patient and his partner. ED is the most fre-
quent sexual problem in males, and it is clearly influenced by age.
In Spain, the prevalence of ED increases from 8.6% in individuals
between 25 and 39 years to nearly 50% in men between 60 and 70
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[14]. In advanced age, ED occasionally coincides with a decrease in
the levels of testosterone, which also influences the tropism of the
genital organs [15] and has been considered to be an independent
risk factor for suffering a cardiovascular event [16].

3.2. Decrease in female sexual desire

Hypoactive sexual desire disorder (HSDD) is the most com-
mon female sexual dysfunction. HSDD includes in its definition a
decrease or absence of sexual desire along with distress and inter-
personal difficulties that occur as a result. HSDD is primarily an
acquired condition (i.e., it appears in women with previously nor-
mal sexual health), and its reported prevalence varies depending on
the study consulted [17]. The PRESIDE study, which included more
than 31,000 American women, reported that the incidence of HSDD
is highest in middle-aged women (8.9% of the women 18-44 years,
compared to 12.3% of women 45-64 years and to 7.4% of those older
than 65) and that it increases by 20% following menopause [18]. In
the WISHeS study, which examined more than 3500 American and
European women between 20 and 70 years of age, the prevalence
of HSDD was greater in the United States (12-19%) when compared
to Europe (6-13%). In addition, HSDD was reported to affect a sig-
nificantly higher proportion of women with surgical menopause
when compared to controls, regardless of age [19].

3.3. Dyspareunia

Pain disorders associated with sexual activity are other frequent
complaints by patients in our setting. According to the DSM-IV,
dyspareunia occurs when pain during sexual relations is continu-
ous or recurrent. The most frequent cause of dyspareunia in mature
woman is urogenital atrophy secondary to postmenopausal hypoe-
strogenism, which is usually accompanied by other symptoms (e.g.,
dryness, changes in urinary frequency and dysuria) that can also
complicate sexual relations [20].

3.4. Orgasmic disorder

The main characteristic of female orgasmic disorder is the
absence or persistent delay of orgasm after a phase of normal sexual
excitation. Primary orgasmic disorder is more frequent in younger
women because orgasmic ability increases with sexual experience.
In mature women orgasmic disorder usually occurs secondary to
bad relationships, to another illness or to drug consumption [21].

4. Diagnosis of sexual dysfunction

In general terms, diagnoses of sexual dysfunction require the
sexual problems to be recurrent, cause distress and produce inter-
personal difficulties. This diagnosis is based on criteria described
by the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statisti-
cal Manual, Fifth Addition (DSM-5), which was modified in May of
2013 [22].

Medical histories, physical examination and psychological eval-
uations are important to ensure correct diagnoses; however, these
can be difficult to obtain because they produce discomfort and
embarrassment both for physicians and patients. Therefore, it is
beneficial to have a sexual history or questionnaire within the clin-
ical history that takes into account concerns or misconceptions of
the patient regarding sexuality.

The most widely used questionnaire for assessing male sexual
dysfunction is the International Index of Erectile Function (IIEF-
5/SHIM) [23], whereas the most utilized questionnaire for women
is the Female Sexual Function Index (FSFI) [24]. The FSFI is a sim-
ple, self-administered questionnaire that consists of 19 questions

grouped into six domains (desire, arousal, lubrication, orgasm, sat-
isfaction and pain), works with a wide age range and has been
validated in several different languages, including Spanish. Other
common female questionnaires employed in our setting are the
Female Sexual Distress Scale (FSDS), the Brief Profile of Female
Sexual Function (B-PFSF) and the Sexual Life Quality Questionnaire
(SLQQ).

In addition, a version of the FSDS is available in Spain. This
questionnaire, the Questionnaire of Female Sexual Dissatisfaction,
consists of 12 questions that examine women’s feelings and prob-
lems with respect to their sex lives. The questionnaire of Sexual
Health and Female Sexual Dysfunctions is also used in primary
care settings in Spain, along with quality of life scales, such as the
Cervantes scale, which includes domains related to sexuality [25].

5. Treatment of sexual dysfunctions

Treatments for sexual dysfunctions can be adapted to the
patient’s needs and can utilize a multidisciplinary approach that
involves the couple, physicians, physiotherapists, psychiatrists and
sex therapists.

5.1. Counseling

Counseling is a multidisciplinary approach that facilitates
patients talking about their sexual problems while simultaneously
providing them with the appropriate diagnosis and treatment. One
model of counseling is the PLISSIT model (Permission, Limited
Information, Specific Suggestions and Intensive Therapy) [26]:

¢ Permission: Because many sexual problems are caused or exac-
erbated by anxiety or feelings of guilt or inhibition, the fact that
patients express their concerns can help them to feel normal and
accepted.
Limited information: Offering patients correct information
regarding anatomy and sexual physiology can dissipate common
myths or misconceptions that can contribute to sexual dysfunc-
tion.
Specific suggestions: Practical guidelines should be adapted to
each particular case, and if a given course of treatment proves
ineffective, potential relationship problems or psychological dis-
orders should be examined by specialists in sex therapy.
¢ Intensive therapy: This type of therapy requires intervention by
a sexology expert.

5.2. Treatment of female sexual dysfunction (see algorithms 1-4)

5.2.1. Non-pharmacological treatments

Some sexual habits are suggested: increase in the amount of
quality time spent together as a couple, novelty in the sexual reper-
toire and improvements in one’s body image. In addition, the use
of hydrating creams, vibrators and clitoral suction devices is rec-
ommended when conditions require it [12,27].

5.2.2. Hormonal treatments

According to a Cochrane review, hormone therapy (HT)
improves postmenopausal sexual function when used during the
five years immediately following menopause [28]. The use of
tibolone, a synthetic steroid with diverse actions in different
tissues, has proven effective in the treatment of female sexual
dysfunction, and its effectiveness is similar to that described for
androgens. In some cases, tibolone is considered the best option
for postmenopausal women with impaired sexual health [29].

Low-dose estrogens are highly effective treatments for dyspare-
unia, low interest in sex and sexual dissatisfaction in women with
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initial evaluation

evaluate the health and sexuality of the patient and of
the couple.

I
Lifestyle or al
situations

Improve lifestyle (e.g.,
smoking cessation,
Manage stress and abuse|
of alcohol or drugs

Treat underlying factors. Rule out
depression, anxiety and fatigue.
Treat diseases (hypertension,
diabetes, etc.)

L]
Hormonal deficits

Other causes: HT
(estrogens,
testosterone* or
tibolone)

surgicalmenopause
(see algoritm 2)

1
Psychosocial
causes:

determine
motivation and

therapeutic

objectives

Individual psychotherapy, focal
ad Psychodynamic therapy, body
care or vibrator

Couple’s therapy.
=1 COmmunication training
and sensate focusing.

Algorithm 1. Treatment of HSDD. *Testosterone is only available as pharmacist compounded preparation.

atrophic vaginitis. Local estrogen therapy is the treatment of choice
for women with vaginal atrophy who do not have any other post-
menopausal symptoms. In Spain, the most widely used product is
the topical cream Promestriene [20].

Estrogens and androgens can also be used in women with
surgical menopause and HSDD. Women treated with 300 mcg of

Basic recommendations:

ormonal causes of HSDD

Estrogen or tibolone:
monitor response and
tolerability at three
months: persistent HSDD

investigate other causes

Estrogen + testosterone*|
monitor response and
tolerability at three
months

Algorithm 2. Treatment of HSDD in women with surgical menopause. *Testos-
terone is only available as pharmacist compounded preparation.

transdermal testosterone per day had a statistically significant
increase of the sexual events, the orgasms and sexual desire, as
well as a decrease in distress compared with women receiving
placebo, although some of these values are not clinically mean-
ingful [30]. However testosterone is only available as pharmacist
compounded preparation, therefore, considering the full hormonal
deficit of these patients, the use of tibolone has been proven supe-
rior to promote improvements in the sexual health of women with
surgical menopause [31].

5.2.3. Ospemifene

Ospemifene is a selective estrogen receptor modulator (SERM)
with estrogen agonist action in the vagina. Although it has not
yet been approved by the European Medicines Agency, the FDA
approved it in February 2013 for the treatment of moderate-
to-severe dyspareunia secondary to atrophic vaginitis. A recent
meta-analysis indicates that ospemifene is be an effective and safe
treatment for dyspareunia associated with postmenopausal vulvar
and vaginal atrophy. [32]

Although preclinical data and those from animal experiments
suggest that ospemifene has a neutral or inhibitory effect on mam-
mary carcinogenesis, further studies are necessary to evaluate its
safety in women with breast cancer. No thrombotic events have
been reported either, although more data are necessary to rule
out this complication that occurs with other SERMs. However,
ospemifene use is contraindicated in women with breast cancer,
endometrial cancer, venous thromboembolism, stroke, or myocar-
dial infarction [33].

5.2.4. Other pharmacological and natural therapies

- Phosphodiesterase type 5 (PDE-5) inhibitors are highly effective
in ED, but they have generally not shown the same effectiveness
in females as in males, and they are only recommended in spe-
cific situations (e.g., diabetes, multiple sclerosis and spinal cord
injuries) [34,35].
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initial evaluation

evaluate the health and sexuality of the patient and of
the couple.
L]

;

Hormonal deficits

Improve lifestyle (e.g.,
smoking cessation,
Manage stress and abuse|
of alcohol or drugs

Treat underlying factors. Rule out
depression, anxiety and fatigue.
Treat diseases (hypertension,
diabetes, etc.)

Atrophic vaginitis:
local estrogen
Other causes: HT
(estrogens,

testosterone* or
tibolone)

Recommend pelvic floor exercise and improve
o Vascular response (currently there are no approved
pharmacological therapies for arousal disorder)

1
Psychosocial
causes:

determine
motivation and

therapeutic

objectives

Individual psychotherapy, focal
= Psychodynamic therapy, body
care or vibrator

Couple’s therapy.
ad COmmunication training
and sensate focusing.

Algorithm 3. Treatment of sexual arousal disorder and anorgasm. *Testosterone is only available as pharmacist compounded preparation.

- Bupropion can be an effective treatment for some sexual dys-
functions in women with or without associated depression and
can be a promising treatment for dysfunctions that result from
the use of antidepressants [36].

- In a systemic review, the use of Maca (Lepidium meyenii has been
found to reduce sexual dysfunctions regardless of hormone levels
and to improve HSDD induced by antidepressants. However, the
evidence regarding the use of Maca (L. meyenii is very limited
[37].

- Arandomized controlled trial of 68 women with sexual dysfunc-
tion has shown the efficacy of Ginkgo biloba in combination with
sex therapy [38].

- Phytotherapy and complexes with L-arginine, ginseng, ginkgo,
damiana, multivitamins and minerals have been shown to
decrease vaginal dryness or increase clitoral sensations, orgasm
frequency, the number of sexual encounters and desire [39,40].

- Several vasodilators (including topical prostaglandin E1 and
phentolamine) have been proposed as potential agents to
improve sexual arousal, but additional data are required to eval-
uate their efficacy and safety.

- It should not be forgotten that the administration of placebo also
has beneficial effects in the treatment of HSDD [41].

5.3. Treatments for erectile dysfunction (see algorithm 5)

The majority of older patients with ED exhibit a positive
response to PDE-5 inhibition, an effect that is similar to other
patient groups, especially with tadalafil [42]. However, adjust-
ments in the dosage of sildenafil and vardenafil are required in
patients over 65 [43].

The complementary use of PDE-5 inhibitors with transdermal or
intramuscular testosterone has achieved improvements in sexual
responses and mood in males with androgen deficiency, includ-
ing maintaining secondary sexual characteristics, sexual health and

muscular and bone mass. These effects have been documented in
a systemic review [44,45] and in the guidelines for clinical practice
in both the US [46] and Europe [47].

In situations where PDE-5 inhibitors have not been shown
to elicit a response, the use of elastics, constrictor rings or vac-
uum systems that allow for an erection to be maintained for a
prolonged amount of time can be recommended. In persistent
cases, the use of intracavernous vasoactive injections (only PGE1
injections are available in Spain) or penile prosthesis have been
proposed.

5.3.1. Recommendations

Diagnosis: The first diagnostic step in the study of sexual dys-
functions is to obtain a clinical record, a sexual history and a
detailed physical examination (Grade 1A).

5.3.2. Treatment of females

- Pharmacological treatments should be restricted to women with
sexual dysfunctions for whom non-pharmacological interven-
tions have proven ineffective.

- A low dose of vaginal estrogen is recommended for post-
menopausal women with dyspareunia due to atrophic vaginitis.
(Grade 1A)

- The use of aqueous lubricants before or during intercourse is
suggested for women with contraindications for estrogen (Grade
2B).

- For postmenopausal women with sexual dysfunctions and vaso-
motor symptoms, the use of HT is recommended (Grade 1A).
Tibolone can be an alternative to HT in the treatment of post-
menopausal women with impaired sexuality (Grade 2B) and
appears to be more effective than HT in women with surgical
menopause (Grade 2C).

- For postmenopausal women with HSDD in whom pharma-
cological treatments have been unsuccessful, treatment with
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floor with physical therapy, biofeedback
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and therapeutic
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By latrogenic: treat the sequelae of vibrator
surgery, childbirth or radiotherapy

Pelvic floor hypertonia: relaxati

Couple’s therapy.
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sensate focusing.
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1
1
. disorder due to pelvic
Psychosocial causes
pathology

(endometriosis, pelvic|
inflammatory disease,
chronic pelvic pain)

, focal
= Psychodynamic therapy, body care or

Comorbidities with anxiety,

phobias, posttraumatic
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hypertonia of pelvic

stress or sexual aversion:

treat the underlying cause

7

floor, provide
biofeedback,
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etiological treatme physical therapy an

Psychosocial causes

determine
motivation and

therapeutic

objectives

Individual
psychotherapy, focal

psychodynamic therapy,
body care or vibrator

Couple’s therapy.
Communication training and
sensate focusing.

Algorithm 4. (a) Pain disorders: dispareunia. (b) Pain disorders: vaginism.

testosterone is suggested (Grade 2B). However, testosterone is
not recommended for premenopausal women with sexual dys-

function (Grade 1B).

- The first line of treatment for vaginal atrophy symptoms in
women with breast cancer includes non-hormonal options (i.e.,
lubricants or hydrating creams). Using vaginal estrogen therapy

143

is not recommended for women using aromatase inhibitors for
breast cancer (Grade 2C). However, low dose estrogen therapy

is a reasonable option for those who do not receive aromatase

inhibitors or who present a low risk of recurrence.
- For women with arousal or orgasm disorders associated with
SSRI use, discontinuing the SSRI or changing to another
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initial evaluation

Psychosexual Sexual function
history questionnaire

Medical history

Physical exam and rectal Lab tests (prostate specific
touch antigen [PSA])

Optional specialty tests

Doppler with vasoactive
drugs, neurological

assessments, records of &

nocturnal erection and

psychological evaluations

Diagnostic doubts
Medical legal problems

Initial treatment failure

Patient’s desire for specific|
diagnosis

Treatment

First line:

Provide sexual advice that considers the changes in sexual response that occur with|
aging and the preferences of the patient and his partner

Modify lifestyle and toxic habits

Oral drugs: tadalafil, sildenafil and vardenafi

Second line: Intracavernous vasoactive injection

Third line: Penile prosthesis

Algorithm 5. Erectile dysfunction in individuals over the age of 50.

antidepressantis not advisable; it is recommended to add a PDE-5
inhibitor (Grade 2B).

- Bupropion may be an effective treatment for sexual dysfunction
in women with or without associated depression. However, no
published data have proven the safety and effectiveness of phy-
totherapy in sexual dysfunction.

5.3.3. Treatment of males

- Men over the age of 50 with ED can be treated with PDE-
5 inhibitors, and the responses to this treatment have been
reported to be similar to those of younger men.
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