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Introduction. Wave 2 of the National Social Life, Health, and Aging Project (NSHAP) includes new measures of
sexual interest and behavior, as well as new measures of the context of sexual experience and the frequency and appeal of
physical contact. This is the first time many of these constructs have been measured in a nationally representative sample.

Method. We describe the new measures and compare the distributions of each across gender and age groups, in some
cases by partnership status.

Results. Two components of sexuality decrease with age among both men and women: frequency of finding an
unknown person sexually attractive and receptivity to a partner’s sexual overtures. In contrast, the inclination to make
one’s self sexually attractive to others was a more complicated function of partner status, gender, and age: partnered
women and unpartnered men made the most effort, with the more effortful gender’s effort decreasing with age. Both men
and women find nonsexual physical contact appealing but sexual physical contact is more appealing to men than women.
Finally, two fifths of men and women report dissatisfaction with their partner’s frequency of caring behaviors that make
later sexual interactions pleasurable, and a fifth of women and a quarter of men who had vaginal sex in the past year report
dissatisfaction with amount of foreplay.

Discussion. These data offer the opportunity to characterize sexual motivation in older adulthood more precisely and
richly and to examine how the context of sexual experience and the nonsexual aspects of physical intimacy correlate with

sexual behavior, enjoyment, and problems.
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HE National Social Life, Health, and Aging Project

(NSHAP) was designed to test the overarching hypothesis
that individuals with strong, functioning sexual and intimate
relationships will have better trajectories of health and well-
being than those whose relationships function less well or who
lack such relationships. Wave I of NSHAP, fielded in 2005-06,
contained detailed measures of sexuality in addition to meas-
ures of health and functioning. Continued measurement of
sexuality and intimacy, including additions and enhancements
to the Wave I measures, was central to Wave 2.

We define sexuality broadly as the dynamic outcome of
physical capacity, motivation, attitudes, opportunity for part-
nership, and sexual conduct (Bullivant et al., 2004; Lindau,
Laumann, Levinson, & Waite, 2003). This definition encom-
passes all sexual orientations. Intimacy describes a quality
or condition of a dyadic relationship involving close per-
sonal familiarity and feelings of warmth, closeness, and
common or shared fate. Sexual activity and functioning are
determined by the interaction of each partner’s sexual capac-
ity, motivation, conduct, and attitudes and are further shaped
by the quality and condition of the dyadic relationship itself.

We also view individual sexual expression as an essen-
tial component of both physical and mental health. Physical
health and disease directly affect a person’s capacity for

sexual expression. In turn, we hypothesize that sexual activ-
ity, broadly defined, may ameliorate loss of function that can
occur with age and the progression of disease (Galinsky &
Waite, 2014). Likewise, loss of sexuality is the hallmark of
some mental states, such as depression, and in turn satisfying
sexual relationships can buffer the effects of everyday stress-
ors. Some components of sexuality and sexual expression may
be more important than others in each of these mechanisms.

The first wave of NSHAP provided evidence that sexual
interest persists into later adulthood among a substantial per-
centage of both men and women (Waite, Laumann, Das, &
Schumm, 2009). Nonetheless, more than a quarter of older
men and between two fifths and one half of older women
report that they lacked interest in sex for several months or
more in the past year (Waite ef al., 2009). However, many
of the Wave 1 sexuality measures, including those on lack
of interest in sex, were only asked of those with a current
(or recent) partner. In Wave 2, all sexuality questions except
those that directly referred to a sexual or romantic partner
were asked of all respondents, substantially expanding the
population for which we can assess sexuality.

This article will focus on measures of sexuality and phys-
ical contact that are new in NSHAP Wave 2. In “Sexuality:
Measures of Partnerships, Practices, Attitudes, and
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Problems in the National Social Life, Health, and Aging
Study” Waite and coworkers (2009) discuss Wave 1 meas-
ures of sexuality, many of which were repeated in Wave
2. Here, we first present the theory and rationale motivating
the decision to add the new items and to reconceptualize
some of the original ones, then describe the measures, and
finally present distributions across gender and age groups.

THE NEUROENDOCRINE PERSPECTIVE ON SEXUALITY

The neuroendocrine perspective on sexuality can be sum-
marized in a five-component model whose development has
been largely based on nonhuman research (Beach, 1976;
Kalat, 2007; McClintock, 2009; McClintock & Adler, 1978,
Sisk & Foster, 2004). These components of sexuality are
sensorimotor, valence or salience, attractiveness, receptiv-
ity, and solicitation or proceptivity. This model focuses on
neurological and hormonal mechanisms that lead to behav-
ioral and motivational changes during development and are
defined here following the order in which they first appear
over the human life course. With reproductive maturity, all
become so tightly coordinated that it is hard to imagine one
without the other. We know, however, that they are distinct,
not just by their different developmental time courses but by
the fact that they are mediated by different neuroendocrine
mechanisms. It is our hypothesis that during aging, these
components become uncoupled again because they age at
different rates.

The “sensorimotor” component has its foundation in pre-
natal and neonatal spinal reflexes, such as erections both
penile and clitoral. Through iterative interactions between
the nervous and hormonal systems, culminating in gonadal
and behavioral maturity, these sexual spinal reflexes become
coordinated with sexual motivation and with the capacity to
perceive and respond to sexual signals (McClintock, 2009;
Sisk & Foster, 2004).

The ability to detect “sexual valence or salience” of sen-
sory stimuli develops in the late juvenile period, around the
age of 10, prior to gonadal maturity (Herdt & McClintock,
2000; McClintock, 2009). This kind of sexual perception,
not yet coupled with sexual behavior, refers to feelings of
desire or fantasies about another person, known or imag-
ined, that is associated with psychophysiological (but not
necessarily genital) arousal, a “first crush.” Sexual stimuli
are processed differently from other emotional stimuli and
there is some evidence that they are processed in different
parts of the brain, or at least with different levels of involve-
ment, by the two genders (Geer & Manguno, 1997; Karama
et al., 2002).

The inclination to increase one’s sexual “attractiveness”
to other people is another aspect of sexual motivation (also
termed attractivity). While sexual displays are often a dra-
matic characteristic of animals that reproduce sexually,
humans in particular employ a wide range of behaviors
to increase their sexual attractiveness, either to a potential

sexual partner or in general. Planning and executing these
behavior strategies involves the cerebral cortex, including
the prefrontal cortex and is modulated by hormone lev-
els (Grammer, Renninger, & Fischer, 2004; Kalat, 2007;
McClintock, 2009; Moore, 1985, 2010).

“Receptivity” is the willingness to have sex, or, in some
formulations, the capacity to become aroused when encoun-
tering certain stimuli (in this case, it is also known as arousa-
bility) (Cooke, Breedlove, & Jordan, 2003; Meisel & Sachs,
1994; Tolman & Diamond, 2001). In rodents, estrogen reg-
ulates female receptivity by acting in the arcuate nucleus of
the hypothalamus (Cooke et al., 2003; McClintock, 2009;
Micevych & Dewing, 2011; Pfaff, 1968, 1997).

“Proceptivity,” also known as solicitation, is the urge to
seek out sexual partners and initiate sexual activity (Beach,
1976; Diamond, 2003; McClintock, 2009; McClintock &
Adler, 1978). The neurological and hormonal basis for this
component has been studied in both rats and humans and
has different neuroendocrine mechanisms than receptivity
(Coria-Avila & Pfaus, 2007; Lopez, Hay, & Conklin, 2009).
In females, progesterone is key, in addition to estradiol, act-
ing on the preoptic nucleus (Micevych & Dewing, 2011;
Sakuma, 1995).

CONTEXT OF SEXUALITY AND SEXUAL EXPERIENCE

This neuroendocrine model acquires new levels of
nuance and complexity when considered through the lens
of the sociological and psychological conceptualization of
sexual motivation. These literatures tend to consider sexual
interest and motivation in terms of desire and arousal and
situate it in a nested framework of contexts, from dyadic
relationships, to communities, to cultures. Such a perspec-
tive on sexual motivation shares much with the Interactive
Biopsychosocial Model of Health, which posits that health
is a function of biophysical and psychocognitive dynamics
between individuals over time (Lindau et al., 2003).

These literatures suggest that sexuality and enjoyment
may be highly influenced by the situational and relationship
context. The behaviors that often precede sexual encoun-
ters, and the frequency of more affectionate, nonpenetrative
behavior within sexual encounters may affect an individ-
ual’s receptivity, proceptivity, and enjoyment of sexual
encounters in general and penetrative sexual activities in
particular (Basson, 2001; Galinsky, 2012; Parish et al.,
2007; Sims & Meana, 2010).

SEXUAL SATISFACTION

Sexual satisfaction concerns the evaluation of one’s sex-
ual experiences and sexual relationship (if any) as a whole.
It is related to, but distinct from, sexual distress and more
general relationship satisfaction (Byers, 2005; Sprecher &
Cate, 2004; Stephenson & Meston, 2010). Sexual satisfac-
tion is the product of sexual interest, sexual behavior, non-
sexual dyadic behavior, and relationship characteristics, as
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well as the match between sexual interest and sexual behav-
ior, and is linked to both psychological and physical health
(Galinsky, 2012; Haavio-Mannila & Kontula, 1997; Waite
& Joyner, 2001).

PuaysicAaL CONTACT

Physical contact is rarely examined at the population
level, but biopsychological research suggests that it deserves
greater scrutiny, particularly among older adults. Most
partnered older adults in the United States share physical
contact with their partner, and a majority of all older adults
have touched some other person or a pet in the past month
(Waite et al., 2009). Such contact stimulates the release
of social peptides, such as oxytocin, which may enhance
social connections and ameliorate stressors. However, there
are gender and age differences; the likelihood of engaging
in activities involving physical contact decreases with age.
This is a concern, since physical contact with close oth-
ers may place a key role in physical and mental health and
relationship maintenance, in part by reducing reactivity to
stress (Gallace & Spence, 2010; Loe, 2012; Thoits, 2011).
Such contact, however, is not universally appealing, either
individually or culturally. Therefore, we hypothesize that
the link between physical contact and health and relation-
ship quality may be moderated by the degree to which indi-
viduals do find such contact appealing.

We developed an expanded set of measures of sexuality
and sexual context, derived primarily from the neuroendo-
crine model of sexuality but also from the psychological
literature. These are discussed next.

METHOD

As discussed by Jaszczak and colleagues (2014), the W2
data collection consisted of a Computer-Assisted Personal
Interview (CAPI) administered in the home and a Leave-
Behind Questionnaire (LBQ) that respondents were to com-
plete and mail back. Those with cohabiting spouses and
partners received one version of the LBQ while those with-
out received a different version. The response rate for the
LBQ overall was 87% of those who completed the CAPIL.
Also as discussed in Jaszczak and coworkers (2014), W2
included full interviews with cohabiting spouses and cohab-
iting partners of most W1 respondents; some respondents
were randomly selected to be excluded from the spouse/
cohabiting partner recruitment to assess the effect on their
responses of knowing that their partner would be asked the
same questions. Of the total W2 sample (N = 3,377), 73.7%
(n = 2,487) had a spouse or cohabiting partner. Of these,
two had a same sex spouse or cohabiting partner. Thus,
NSHAP data have inadequate analytic power for address-
ing homosexual sexuality.

In the next section, we discuss the sexuality-related
questions new to W2. The wording of each question is pre-
sented in Table 1, beginning with the five components of

the Neuroendocrine Model of Sexuality, followed by the
context of sexual experience, sexual satisfaction, and finally
on the appeal of physical contact and its frequency. These
items were selected based on the results of a pretest, balanc-
ing the desire to cover all five components with available
time in the questionnaire. This article does not discuss the
sexuality measures that were in Wave 1, and only those that
also appear in Wave 2 are shown in Table 2.

References to an “intimate partner” in the Method and
Results sections refer to a spouse, cohabiting partner, or a
romantic, intimate, or sexual partner. All other references to
a partner in the Method and Results sections refer only to
the spouse or cohabiting partner.

The Neuroendocrine Model of Sexuality

The Sensorimotor component, encompassing sexual
behavior and what is commonly called sexual function,
was already well represented in the sexuality measures in
NSHAP Wave 1 (see Table 1). Most of these items were
retained in Wave 2, providing a core set of measures for
longitudinal analyses. A new item was added to this sensory
motor component to capture sexual activity that does not
require the ability to have intercourse. It asks: (1) “When
you had sex with your partner in the last 12 months, how
often did your partner touch your genitals with (his/her)
hands? Was it always, usually, sometimes, rarely or never?”
As shown in Table 1, this item appears in the in-person
questionnaire and was intended to be asked of those who
currently had a sexual partner or who had had one in the last
5 years. Among those who were asked the question, 1,495
provided answers.

As there were no measures related to Sexual Salience/
Valence in NSHAP Wave 1, a measure of this component
was developed and included in Wave 2: (2) “How often do
you find someone you don’t know such as people in mov-
ies, television, books, or strangers on the street physically
attractive?” Answer options were more than once a day,
every day, several times a week, once a week, less than once
a week, or never. It was asked of everyone; 3,266 gave valid
responses.

There were also no measures related to the Sexual
Attractiveness component in NSHAP Wave 1; two were
added to Wave 2 with respondents answering one of two
versions. Those with spouses or cohabiting partners were
asked (3) “In the past month, how much effort have you
made to make yourself look attractive for your partner?”
Answer options were: A great deal of effort, a lot of effort,
a moderate amount of effort, some effort, and no effort.
Those without spouses or cohabiting partners were asked
(4) “In the past month, how much effort have you made to
make yourself look attractive for someone you find attrac-
tive?” Answer options were the same. These questions were
designed specifically for NSHAP to measure the attractive-
ness component. They appear in the LBQ. Among those
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who returned the LBQ, the partner version of the item was
completed by 2027, and the nonpartner version by 820.

The Sexual Receptivity component was measured with
two items, one of which is new in Wave 2: (5) “When
your partner wants to have sex with you, how often do
you agree?” Answer options were: always, usually, some-
times, rarely, never, and (if volunteered) my partner has not
wanted to have sex with me in the past 12 months. This
item appears in the in-person questionnaire and was asked
of respondents with intimate partners (spouses, cohabit-
ing partners, or romantic, intimate, or sexual partners), of
whom 2,316 respondents provided answers.

The Sexual Proceptivity component was measured
with a number of items all of which appeared in Wave
1. Reconceptualized as a coherent set to measure actively
seeking sexual activity, they, along with the sensorimotor
component can be used for longitudinal analyses.

The Context of Sexual Experience

Sexual context was measured with two items, both of
which were new in Wave 2 and specifically written for
NSHAP. The first is (6) “For some people, their sexual
enjoyment is affected by nonsexual things that their partner
does before having sex, such as helping out, compliments,
or sharing activities. For others it is not important at all.
Given how important such things are for your enjoyment of
sex, how often did they happen during the past 12 months:
Much more often than you would like, Somewhat more
often than you would like, About as often as you would
like, Somewhat less often than you would like, Much less
often than you would like” The question was answered by
1,697 respondents. The second sexual context question
was: (7) “During the past 12 months, when you had sex,
was the amount of time you and your partner spent kissing,
hugging, and touching before having vaginal intercourse.”
Answer options were the same as for the first sexual con-
text question with the extra final response category “I have
not had vaginal intercourse in the past 12 months” (note
that the answer options were printed incorrectly, so that the
word “often” was included in all options for this question
as well. The options for this question were intended to read
“much more than you wanted,” “somewhat more than you
wanted,” “about as much as you wanted,” “somewhat less
than you wanted,” “much less than you wanted”). The num-
ber of observations for this question is 1,785. These ques-
tions appeared in the Partner version of the LBQ.

Sexual Satisfaction

There is one new sexual satisfaction question, adapted
from the Index of Sexual Satisfaction (ISS) developed by
Hudson, Harrison, and Crosscup (1981) to assess sexual
discord in romantic dyads. The question is: (8) “To what
extent do you feel your sex life is lacking in quality?” And
the answer options were: extremely lacking in quality,

moderately lacking in quality, slightly lacking in quality,
and not at all lacking in quality. This question was asked of
everyone in the LBQ and was answered by 2,234.

Physical Contact

The appeal of physical contact was measured with four
items that were written for NSHAP Wave 2. They were
introduced with the following: “Some people like being
physically touched by people they are close to, while others
do not. How appealing or pleasant do you find the follow-
ing ways of being touched?” (9) Being touched lightly, such
as someone putting a hand on your arm? (N = 2,877); (10)
Hugging? (N = 2,883); (11) Cuddling? (N = 2,851); (12)
Sexual touching? (N = 2,772). Answer options were: very
appealing, somewhat appealing, not appealing, and not at all
appealing. These were asked of everyone in the LBQ.

The frequency of physical contact was measured with four
items, three of which are new to NSHAP Wave 2. In addi-
tion to a question about sleeping in the same bed with your
spouse or romantic partner, which also appeared in Wave
1 and is discussed in Lauderdale et al (2014), Wave 2 asks
three new frequency of physical contact questions. The first
is, (13) “In the last 12 months, how often have you and your
partner shared caring touch, such as a hug, sitting or lying
cuddled up, a neck rub or holding hands?” Answers were
provided by 2009 respondents. The second is (14) “In the last
12 months, [Other than your partner] H/how often have you
and a person, such as a friend, grandchild, or another adult,
shared caring touch, such as a greeting hug, a touch on the
arm, or a neck rub?”” (discussed in Kim & Waite, 2014). The
third is (15) “How often have you petted, stroked, touched,
or slept next to a cat, dog, or other pet?” The answer options
to all three questions were: Many times a day, a few times
a day, about once a day, several times a week, about once a
week, about once a month, and never. The first was only in
the Partner version of the LBQ, while the second and third
were asked of everyone in the LBQ (though the introduc-
tory clause for the second one only appeared in the Partner
LBQ). The question about caring touch with those other than
a partner was answered by 2,872 respondents and the ques-
tion about contact with a pet was answered by 2,870.

We compare the distributions of each measure by gender
and age group, and in some cases by partner status (“part-
nered” refers to those with a spouse or cohabiting partner) or
intimate partner status (“intimate partner” refers to a spouse,
cohabiting partner, or a romantic, intimate, or sexual partner),
using chi-squared tests, regressions, and logistic regressions,
with significance set at p <.05. The results shown in Table 2
and discussed in the text are based on analyses of only those
respondents who would have been age eligible in Wave 1
(i.e., aged 62-90 in Wave 2, including two participants who
were 91 as an artifact of interview scheduling). All differ-
ences reported in the text are statistically significant. Data are
publicly available (NSHAP Wave 1: Waite, Linda J., Edward
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O. Laumann, Wendy Levinson, Stacy Tessler Lindau, and
Colm A. O’Muircheartaigh. National Social Life, Health,
and Aging Project (NSHAP): Wave 1. ICPSR20541-v6.
Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-university Consortium for Political
and Social Research [distributor], 2014-04-30. doi:10.3886/
ICPSR20541.v6. NSHAP Wave 2: Waite, Linda J., Kathleen
Cagney, William Dale, Elbert Huang, Edward O. Laumann,
Martha K. McClintock, Colm A. O’Muircheartaigh, L.
Phillip Schumm, and Benjamin Cornwell. National Social
Life, Health, and Aging Project (NSHAP): Wave 2 and
Partner Data Collection. ICPSR34921-v1. Ann Arbor, MI:
Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research
[distributor], 2014-04-29. doi:10.3886/ICPSR34921.v1.).

RESULTS

The distributions of the new Wave 2 sexuality measures
are shown in the first panel of Table 2. We discuss them in the
order in which they appear. Note that unless stated otherwise,
the results presented are for all respondents who answered the
question, regardless of their level of sexual activity (if any).

The new measure of the Sensorimotor component asked
about how often their sexual partner touches their geni-
tals when they have sex. The mean frequency of engaging
in this activity does not differ between men and women,
though men are less likely than women to say their partner
always does this.

There are significant sex differences in the measure of
Sexual Salience/Valence (frequency of finding someone
else sexually attractive); men are more likely to endorse
the more frequent options while women are more likely to
endorse the less frequent options. The proportion of men
who say that every day they find someone they do not know
attractive declines between the youngest and oldest age
groups, whereas for women, it is essentially constant but at
a low level. However, for both men and women, the mean
frequency decreases between the youngest and oldest age
groups, and the percentage who say they never find some-
one they do not know attractive increases with age.

For the Sexual Attractivity items (amount of effort made
to look attractive to a partner among those with partners or
to someone you find attractive among those without part-
ners), among those with partners, men are more likely to
endorse the no, some and moderate effort options, while
women are more likely to endorse the “a lot” and the “a
great deal” options. In marked contrast, among those with-
out partners, women are more likely to endorse the “no
effort” option and men are more likely to endorse the “a
lot” option. Men without partners put more effort to making
themselves look attractive to someone they find attractive,
compared to women without partners, but men with part-
ners put less effort into making themselves look attractive
to their partners compared to women with partners. In both
cases, the mean effort made to look attractive decreases
between the youngest and oldest among the gender group

making the greater effort (women with partners and men
without partners), but there is no age difference in the gen-
der group putting in less effort in either partnership group.

For the new Sexual Receptivity item, which asks how
often the respondent agrees when his or her partner (refer-
ring to the intimate partner) wants to have sex, the mean
frequency of agreeing among those whose intimate partner
wanted to have sex was higher for men than for women but
not strikingly so. This is because men and women were
equally likely to say that they never or rarely agreed to
have sex when their partner wanted to. Women were more
likely to say that their partner has not wanted to have sex
with them in the last 12 months. Note that very few older
adults with an intimate partner say they rarely agree to
sex. However, at higher frequencies of agreeing, sex dif-
ferences are evident. Women were more likely to say they
sometimes or usually agreed while men were more likely to
say they always agreed. This gender difference in usually
and always agreeing persists through the oldest age. Among
those whose intimate partner wanted to have sex, the mean
level of agreeing declines between the youngest and oldest
age groups among men, but this difference is not significant
among women. However, among both men and women,
never agreeing to sex increases with age.

We turn now to the measures of sexual context. The first
question in this section had a somewhat complicated struc-
ture, first stating that for some people, their enjoyment of
sex was affected by nonsexual things their partner does
before sex, such as helping out, compliments, or sharing
activities. Then the question asked, given how much these
things matter to you, how satisfied were you with how much
your partner did them. The modal answer is about as often
as the person would like (a little over half endorsed that
option), though a substantial share—between about a third
and about half depending on the gender-age group—say
their partner did not do this enough. Overall, two fifths
of both men and women say their partner did not do this
enough. Virtually no men or women say that their partner
did this too much or much too much. Women aged 80-90
also appear to be particularly dissatisfied, as 42% say their
partner does nice things before sex much less often than
they would like. Note also that this group of women is much
more likely than younger women to say that they never
agree when their partner wants to have sex. Something of
this same pattern appears for the oldest men, with 30%
saying that their partner does nice things before sex much
less often than they would like, and another 22% saying
that their partner does them somewhat less often than they
would like. And 13% of these oldest men say they never
agree to sex when their partner wants to.

When and if these older couples proceed to sex, the next
question asks about their satisfaction with the amount of
kissing, hugging, and touching before they have vaginal
intercourse. Again, virtually no men or women say they
spend too much time. And at the oldest ages, 54% of men
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and 73% of women say that this is not relevant because they
have not had vaginal intercourse in the past year. Most of the
rest say the amount of foreplay is about right. These initial
results are a bit misleading, however. If we restrict the analy-
sis to those who had vaginal sex in the past year (i.e., those
who did not respond “I have not had vaginal intercourse in
the past year,” the group to whom this question is meaning-
ful and salient), 20% of women and 25% of men say that
the amount of foreplay was less than they would have liked.

The new question on sexual satisfaction asks the extent to
which the person feels his or her sex life is lacking in quality.
This question was asked of all respondents. When the entire
sample is considered, we see that women are more likely to say
their sex life is not at all lacking in quality, while men are more
likely to say it is slightly or moderately lacking. However, this
gender difference is limited to those without intimate partners
and is not seen among those who have intimate partners (not
shown). Among those with intimate partners, men and women
are just as likely to say their sex lives are either lacking or not
lacking in quality. However, among those without an intimate
partner, women are much more likely to say that their sex life
is not at all lacking in quality while men are more likely to be
dissatisfied with the quality of their sex lives; many women
without intimate partners do not feel the lack of a sex life,
whereas many older men without intimate partners do.

The next section of Table 2 presents new questions on
physical contact. The questions on the appeal of various
types of physical contact can be divided between the sexual
touching item and all the others. One pattern is seen in the
distribution of items related to the appeal of light touching,
hugging, and cuddling (Table 2), asked of all respondents.
Most men and most women say that this type of touching is
either very appealing or somewhat appealing, with women
on average more positive than men on light touching and
hugging among those ages 62—-69 and men on average more
positive than women on cuddling in the two older groups.

A different pattern is seen for sexual touching. For this
measure, men are more likely than women to say sexual
touching is very appealing while women are more likely than
men to say that sexual touching is not or not at all appealing.
Among both men and women, those with intimate partners
are more likely than those without intimate partners to say
that sexual touching is very appealing and less likely to say
it is not or not at all appealing (not shown). It may be the
case that the meaning of the question is very different for
partnered respondents than for those with no current inti-
mate partner. The questions refer to the partner for one and
to some nonexistent or unspecified person for others.

The next series of questions asks about the frequency
with which the respondent experiences three different types
of physical contact: caring touch with their partner; caring
touch with someone other than a partner, such as a friend or
a grandchild; and physical contact with a cat, dog, or other
pet. More than half of older adult men and women report
caring touch with their cohabiting partner daily (many

times a day, a few times a day, or about once a day) and
this seems to vary little by age. Caring touch with others
is much less frequent, with less than a third of both men
and women reporting this experience once a day or more,
though women are more likely than men to report engaging
in this kind of touch that frequently in all but the oldest age
group. Physical contact with a pet is quite frequent for some
older adults—Ilikely those with pets—and rare for others.

DiScUSSION

The second wave of NSHAP includes a number of items
developed to measure specific components of sexual motiva-
tion and interest. The results from this wave show the vari-
ability in sexual interest and motivation that is hidden when
one only examines this construct with a single broad ques-
tion. The components manifest different patterns of aging
and gender differences, indicating that they are indeed sepa-
rable, consistent with having different underlying neuroen-
docrine mechanisms. For most components, women reported
lower levels than did men. However, the gender difference in
attractivity among people with a spouse or cohabiting part-
ner was the opposite of that among those without, indicating
that this component is particularly sensitive to social context.
Partnered women made greater efforts than did men, whereas
men made the greater effort among those without partners.

The questions in Wave 2 on physical contact offer answer
categories with more fine grain at the high end of the scale,
thereby providing more detail than was available for similar
questions in Wave 1. The literature on physical contact sug-
gests that it is the higher frequency of physical contact that
is most associated with the reduction in stress and increases
in relaxation and health (Light, Grewen, & Amico, 2005;
Pittman, 2011), and in this wave it is possible to identify
those who are engaging in such higher levels.

The questions on sexual context may help explain pre-
vious findings on sexual interest and motivation in Wave
1. The high levels of lack of interest in sex reported in Wave
1 (nearly 30% of men and almost half of all women; Waite
et al., 2009) are perhaps not surprising given than about two
fifths of both men and women report that their partners are
not doing enough of the nonsexual things that make later
sexual interactions pleasurable, and about a fifth of sexually
active men and women report that they wish they had more
foreplay. It may be that the high levels of other sexual prob-
lems reported in both waves are also linked to these factors.

The questions on sexual motivation are original ques-
tions and have not been validated or evaluated for clarity,
respondent comprehension, or the willingness of respond-
ents to answer them. These are important considerations
for any survey question but especially so for those that deal
with sexual attitudes and behavior. In addition, while there
are advantages to the decision made in Wave 2 to ask all
respondents all sexuality and physical contact questions
(and only limit to partnered respondents those questions that
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directly referred to a sexual or romantic partner), nonpart-
nered respondents may have had difficulty or been reluctant
to answer the questions. Furthermore, 12 of the 15 new ques-
tions were asked in a booklet that was left with the respond-
ent to be completed later. This LBQ was not completed by
about 13% of those who completed the main interview. We
suggest that analysts using the questions on sexual motiva-
tion and interest in the LBQ look specifically at the pattern
of nonresponse to these questions and model the traits of
the LBQ nonrespondents to correct estimates of national
prevalence and clarify generalizability of their analyses. We
also suggest that analysts examine the determinants, such as
demographic factors and sexual activity in the past year, of
nonresponse for the sexuality measures in the CAPI as well.
Gender norms related to sexual expression may also contrib-
ute to nonresponse bias for some of these items (for more
information on analytic approaches to handling missing data
in NSHAP Wave 2, see Hawkley et al., 2014).

An important next step in understanding the components of
sexuality at older ages involves validating the questions writ-
ten especially for NSHAP Wave 2. Comparison of responses
with those of questions better understood would be a place to
start, with analysis comparing these items with those also in
Wave 1. Analysis of the questions designed to measure the
dimensions of the neuroendocrine model must be done. This
could involve factor analysis of the questions, with construc-
tion of scales and subscales, though such an analysis would
be most appropriate for the two components with more than
two measures (Sensorimotor and Proceptivity).

Although the second wave of NSHAP added a number of
carefully chosen and crafted questions on sexuality, it also
included many asked in the first wave. These provide many
opportunities for longitudinal analysis of sexual behavior,
attitudes, and function for individuals. The addition of a
third wave in 2015/16 will extend the possibilities for longi-
tudinal analysis for individuals and offer new opportunities
for analysis of sexuality in aging dyads. In addition, sexual
behavior, attitudes, and function can be used as both predic-
tors and outcomes of social and health processes over time.
For example, some chronic diseases and/or the medications
for them affect sexual function or motivation. And sexual
behavior seems to mediate the effect of poor physical health
on marital quality (Galinsky & Waite, 2014).

Questions on sexual behavior, attitudes, and function
show gender differences and differences by age. There is
every reason to expect these to vary by cohort as well. These
age, period, and cohort differences can be addressed only to
a limited extent with the first two waves of NSHAP, but the
addition of a third wave, which will include the Baby Boom
cohort, will expand these possibilities.

Special Consideration for Analysts
Because the sociological and psychological literatures
suggest that sexual receptivity, proceptivity, and enjoyment

may be highly influenced by the situational and relationship
context (Basson, 2001; Galinsky, 2012; Sims & Meana,
2010; Tolman & Diamond, 2001), we suggest that analysts
consider the measures of these components in combina-
tion with the measures of adequacy of sexual touching and
the importance of nonsexual partnered behaviors to sexual
enjoyment.

Furthermore, the sociological and developmental psy-
chology literatures suggest that sexual salience and pro-
ceptivity may be highly influenced by social norms, gender
ideology, mental health, and the emotional quality of the
sexual relationship. For example, adults in the United States
and Europe who came of age after or during the sexual rev-
olution of the 1960s are more likely to report masturbating
(Das, 2007; Kontula & Haavio-Mannila, 2003; Laumann,
Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994), a hypothesis that
can be tested further using forthcoming Wave 3 data. Also,
an understanding of the availability of appropriate, desired
physical, and relational sexual stimuli may be necessary in
order to appropriately measure sexual salience. For exam-
ple, visual stimuli are more sexually salient and arousing
to men, while narrative and emotionally charged stimuli
are more sexually salient and arousing to women (Laan,
Everaerd, van Bellen, & Hanewald, 1994; Rupp & Wallen,
2008). We therefore suggest that analysts consider the
measures of sexual salience and proceptivity in combina-
tion with the measures of sexual relationship quality and
social context.

CONCLUSIONS

This is the first time that all five components of the
neuroendocrine model of sexuality have been measured
in a nationally representative survey. Sexual motivation
is most often measured as a unitary construct in much
(particularly medical) sexual health research. These data
offer the opportunity to more precisely, accurately, and
richly characterize sexual motivation in older adult-
hood. Rather than creating simple scales or indexes, we
encourage analysts to explore how different combina-
tions of these components of sexuality are distributed in
the population and how different combinations differ-
ently predict psychological and relationship well-being
and ill-health.

It is also the first time that measures of sexual context
and the frequency and appeal of physical contact have been
measured in the same nationally representative survey as
more standard measures of sexual activities and difficulties.
These data provide analysts with the opportunity to exam-
ine how the context of sexual experience and the nonsexual
aspects of physical intimacy correlate with sexual enjoy-
ment and problems.

Finally, this data set offers the unprecedented opportu-
nity to examine the association of physical contact with
biomarkers of stress and relaxation and to build models



SEXUALITY AND PHYSICAL CONTACT S97

exploring the relationships among these measures and
measures of relationship quality and sexual enjoyment.

The neuroendocrine perspective on sexual interest and
motivation, the more contextual approach to sexual experi-
ence, and the focus on nonsexual physical contact are all
relevant to stages of the life course besides older adulthood.
The sexuality framework and measurement approach used
in NSHAP Wave 2 could enrich research on many types of
intimate relationships across the lifespan.

Theoretical perspectives on sexuality point to a number
of separate components, which may play different roles
for men and women and may play different roles as peo-
ple age. Wave 2 of NSHAP includes a number of questions
designed to measure specific components in older adults.
Distinguishing the components is the first step in a refined
analysis of reciprocal interaction between sexuality and
health. These new questions, combined with information
on both partners and rich data on the health, psychological
and social world in which these partnerships are situated,
provide many opportunities for enriching our understand-
ing of sexuality among older men and women.

KEY PoINTS

* New items capture:
* Key components of the neuroendocrine model of
sexuality:
* Sensorimotor
 Valence or salience
o Attractivity
* Receptivity
* Proceptivity or solicitation
* Sexual satisfaction.
* The context of sexual experience.
* The appeal and frequency of different types of
physical contact.

* The measures of the salience/valence and receptiv-
ity components decrease with age. The inclination to
make one’s self sexually attractive to others varies by
partner status and gender—among those with partners
it is stronger in women than in men but among those
without partners it is stronger in men than in women.

» Two fifths of men and women report dissatisfaction
with their partner’s frequency of caring behaviors that
make later sexual interactions pleasurable, and a fifth
of women and a quarter of men who had vaginal sex
in the past year report dissatisfaction with amount of
foreplay.

» The appeal of sexual physical contact is higher in
men than in women, whereas the appeal of nonsexual
physical contact is high among both men and women.

» Physical contact is frequent among those with part-
ners and pets, whereas it is rare among those without.
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