
Vol.:(0123456789)

Sexuality & Culture (2025) 29:293–313
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-024-10268-2

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

“Until COVID‑19 Do Us Part”: A Qualitative Study 
on Perceived Sexual Intimacy and Mental Health 
in Heterosexual Older Couples During The Covid‑19 
Pandemic

Sofia von Humboldt1   · Gail Low2 · Isabel Leal1

Accepted: 30 August 2024 / Published online: 10 September 2024 
© The Author(s) 2024

Abstract
This study aims to explore the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on hetero-
sexual older couples’ sexual intimacy and in relation to their mental health. A con-
tent analysis of the ideas and insights shared by 391 older persons (between 65 and 
87 years of age) from three different countries was most instructive. The most fre-
quent themes were less sexual satisfaction (68%) and less sexual desire (67%). In 
terms of mental health, the most frequent themes included less anxiety and distress 
(78%) and greater attention to negative emotional states (55%) Cultural differences 
emerged, with Brazilian and Portuguese participants more frequently reporting neg-
ative themes compared to British participants, who emphasized stronger emotional 
bonds. As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to unfold, ongoing research and inter-
ventions should prioritize understanding and addressing the implications of reduced 
physical contact and heightened emotional stress on sexual intimacy.

Keywords  Covid-19 pandemic · Mental health · Older adults · Heterosexual older 
couples · Sexual intimacy · Sexual well-being

Introduction

Aging is a complex and unique process that interacts with gender, ethical, and 
cultural differences. Sexuality, love, and sexual intimacy significantly influence 
life expectancy, well-being, health, and quality of life for older adults (von Hum-
boldt & Leal, 2015, 2017).
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Although the older population is very heterogeneous, this group is likely to 
experience associated stressors with the COVID-19 pandemic due to unembel-
lished experiences related to the pandemic, including the associated restrictions, 
confinement, social isolation, and worries about the future. Positive experiences 
on the other hand, i.e., those related to joy, are mainly linked to relationships, 
resources, or activities prior to the pandemic (Whitehead & Torossian, 2021).

Older adults experienced high social risks related to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
most of whom reported reducing close physical contact with others (e.g., social 
distancing) and were concerned about the adverse effects on social and economic 
structures (Kivi et  al., 2021). Over the past 2 years, older people struggled to 
staying connected. Older adults used social networking sites a lot to stay in touch 
with people they care about, albeit with few remedial effects on felt loneliness 
(Krendl & Perry, 2021; von Humboldt, et  al., 2013a, 2013b, 2013c, 2014). In 
relation to this, the mental health of older adults was negatively affected by the 
pandemic, due to loneliness, fear, and anxiety experienced during the pandemic 
(Krendl & Perry, 2021). Furthermore, mental health care changed to telemedicine 
during the pandemic, with older adults seemingly more affected by limited access 
to or a lack ability to use online services, and transport restrictions and quaran-
tines (Yang et al., 2020).

Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic negatively impacted people’s physical 
health, and mental health, such as through depressive symptoms, sleep problems, 
and posttraumatic stress (Holmes et al., 2020; Pfefferbaum & North, 2020). Older 
adults have also been the target of negative age stereotypes, social stigma, and 
age-based discrimination, with more isolation, violations to their right to health 
and life, and all the while with added psychological distress for them and their 
family and caregivers (PAHO, 2020).

Age is a factor that can influence sexual well-being on an individual, cultural, 
and interpersonal level (Træen et al., 2017). Research reiterates that older people 
commonly report sexual satisfaction during intimate sexual activity (Field et al., 
2013; Træen et  al., 2017, 2019; Wang et  al., 2014). Another factor considered 
important in sexual satisfaction is relationship status. Women with an intimate 
partner were 3 to 5 times more likely to experience sexual satisfaction (compared 
to older women without a partner). Men were 2 to 7.5 times more likely to experi-
ence higher levels of sexual satisfaction (compared to older men without an inti-
mate partner) (Træen et al., 2019). Furthermore, having a spouse or partner and 
therefore, intimacy and support, are related to less depressive symptoms among 
older adults (Mohd et al., 2019; von Humboldt et  al., 2014, 2018). In line with 
this, having an intimate partner is an important positive predictor of sexual activ-
ity and sexual satisfaction in later life (Træen et al., 2019). Literature shows that a 
large proportion of the older population is sexually active, with their frequency of 
sexual activity increasing slightly until the COVID-19 pandemic hit (Træen et al., 
2019).

The COVID-19 pandemic indirectly affected the sexual function of older people 
and had implications on their overall health. Despite severe prevention measures, 
COVID-19 intensified to pandemic stages, triggering tiredness and frustration, and 
negative implications for sexual well-being and mental health over the long term 
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(Pennanen-Iire et al., 2021). The stress and potential conflicts among older couples 
arising during the COVID-19 pandemic may have had more immediate ramifications 
for their engagement in intimate and sexual behaviors (Luetke et al., 2020). More-
over, economic difficulties and stress may also have augmented conflicts between 
intimate partners (Luetke et  al., 2020). Previous research indicates that stress and 
conflict have a negative effect on the sexual functioning and relationship intimacy 
and satisfaction (Archuleta et al., 2011; McCabe & Connaughton, 2017).

Interestingly, literature also draws attention to the potential benefits of increased 
sexual activity during periods of forced isolation, indicating that those who main-
tained frequent in-person, social, and sexual connections experienced better mental 
health (Rosenberg et al., 2020). Research also reiterated the relevance of meaning 
of life, meaningful relations, rewarding activities, spirituality, health and safety-
related support, self-growth, and physical activity in later life, during COVID-19 
(von Humboldt & Leal, 2014, 2015; von Humboldt, Ribeiro-Gonçalves, Costa, Low, 
& Leal, 2020).

Augmented responsiveness among health-care providers toward the negative sex-
ual health implications of the COVID-19 pandemic is necessary. As COVID-19 is 
an unprecedented global situation, little is known about sexual intimacy during this 
pandemic. Researchers have already begun to address the sexuality-related effects 
of the COVID-19; however, more original research is needed on the topic of sexual 
intimacy (Döring, 2020; Pennanen-Iire et al., 2021).

Cultural factors play a significant role in shaping individuals’ experiences of sex-
ual intimacy and mental health. Research indicates that cultural norms and values 
can influence attitudes towards sexuality and sexual expression, particularly among 
older adults (von Humboldt et  al., 2020a, 2020b, 2022a, 2022b). Exploring these 
cultural differences is crucial for interpreting how global crises, such as the COVID-
19 pandemic, may influence sexual and mental well-being. Indeed, culturally-
diverse populations may experience and respond to pandemic-related challenges dif-
ferently, which highlights the need for culturally sensitive research and interventions 
(von Humboldt et al., 2020a, 2020b, 2022a, 2022b).

This study addresses a significant gap in the literature by qualitatively examin-
ing the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on heterosexual older couples’ sexual 
intimacy. Qualitative research on intimacy and its relation to mental health during 
health crises has been limited (Döring, 2020; Pennanen-Iire et  al., 2021). Given 
the complex and deeply subjective nature of sexual intimacy among older adults, 
a qualitative approach is essential for uncovering nuanced insights that quantitative 
methods alone might overlook. Hence, this study employs qualitative methods to 
explore the experiences of heterosexual older couples across different cultural con-
texts, such as Brazil, Portugal, and United Kingdom. By using qualitative methods, 
this study aims to explore the experiences of heterosexual older couples, highlight-
ing the intricate ways, in which the pandemic has affected their sexual intimacy and 
mental health. Such an approach allows for a richer, more detailed understanding of 
these dynamics, which is crucial for developing tailored interventions and support 
mechanisms for older adults facing pandemic-related challenges.

To date, research specifically addressing sexual intimacy among heterosexual 
older adults during the COVID-19 pandemic, and its relationship to mental health, 
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is scarce. While some studies have explored general effects of the pandemic on men-
tal health and intimacy (Döring, 2020; Pennanen-Iire et al., 2021), there is a nota-
ble absence of research that focuses specifically on older adults and their unique 
experiences. This study fills this critical gap by providing a detailed examination of 
how reduced physical contact and heightened emotional stress during the pandemic 
have influenced sexual intimacy among heterosexual older couples, and how these 
changes are interrelated with their mental health. In this context, the present study 
comprises two main objectives: 1) To explore the influence of COVID-19 pandemic 
on heterosexual older couples’ sexual intimacy; and 2) To assess how heterosexual 
older couples’ sexual intimacy during the COVID-19 pandemic influences mental 
health.

Method

Recruitment and Sampling

Four hundred heterosexual older people were contacted for this study; however, nine 
were excluded due to either not having time to participate or providing incomplete 
data. The final studied sample consisted of 391 older people. All participants were 
between 65 and 86 years of age (M = 71.3 ± 5.76). Everyone had a romantic partner; 
however, only 88.2% of the couples were living together. A significant proportion 
of people in our studied sample were women (62.4%) and 16.9% had a high school 
education. Participants were recruited in Portugal, the United Kingdom, and Bra-
zil (see Table 1). Participants had to: (a) be age 65 years or older; (2) have a clear 
notion of the decision to participate in the study; (3) report no history of problems 
with cognitive deficit functions owing to psychiatric or neurological diseases, or 
drug or alcohol abuse, among others; and (4) have a romantic partner.

The sample was intentionally selected to encompass a diverse range of cultural 
and linguistic backgrounds, and to ensure a comprehensive understanding of how 
the COVID-19 pandemic impacted sexual intimacy among older adults in different 
cultural contexts. This selection was based on the aim to capture a broad spectrum 
of experiences and perspectives. Recruiting methods included senior universities, 
message boards, personal emails, community center list-serves, and social networks 
advertisements. Through semi-structured interviews with heterosexual older people, 
it was possible to understand the influence that the COVID-19 pandemic had on 
the sexual intimacy and mental health of this population. This qualitative approach 
was selected for its suitability in exploring nuanced individual experiences and per-
ceptions. Interviews were conducted in participants’ native languages to minimize 
misunderstandings and to respect cultural nuances. Given the diverse cultural back-
grounds of participants, the interview questions were carefully crafted to ensure 
cultural sensitivity and relevance. This approach ensured that the participants’ 
responses were captured accurately and reflected their true experiences.

Participants were informed about the purpose of the study, and that all interview 
data would be used for this study alone and would remain anonymous. With their 
consent, individuals responded to an online interview (Skype, Survey Monkey, 
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Zoom, and WhatsApp), and telephone or online support was available for any issue. 
The two main questions of the interview were: “In which way do you feel that the 
COVID-19 pandemic influence the sexual intimacy with your romantic partner?”; 
and “In which way do you feel that the sexual intimacy with your romantic partner 
during the COVID-19 pandemic influenced your mental health?”.

To ensure accuracy and validity, member checking was conducted informally in 
the interviews. Interviewers summarized and confirmed their understanding of the 
participants’ narratives. This approach facilitated the validation of our interpreta-
tions and helped maintain the trustworthiness and authenticity of the perspectives 
shared by the older participants, throughout the analysis process.

After analyzing the availability and eligibility of participants and interviewers, 
interviews of about 30  min were scheduled. Interviews were carried out between 
June and August 2021. The interviews were transcribed verbatim in their original 
languages. Following this, the full transcription and translation of the interviews 
were carried out for a deeper analysis. The translations were performed by research-
ers fluent in both the source and target languages, who also had an understanding 
of the cultural contexts. This process included converting the interview content into 
the target languages and then translating it back to ensure consistency and accuracy. 
Researchers reviewed the translations to ensure that the nuances and meanings were 
preserved and culturally appropriate.

All procedures were approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Wil-
liam James Center, ISPA—Instituto Universitário, and were in accordance with the 

Table 1   Sample of sociodemographic and health characteristics

Characteristics Portuguese
184 (47.1)

Brazilian
115 (29.4)

English
92 (23.5)

Total
391 (100.0)

Age, Average ± SD 71.3 ± 5.76
Biological Sex, n (%)
Female 112 (60.9) 79 (68.7) 53 (57.6) 244 (62.4)
Male 72 (39.1) 36 (31.3) 39 (42.4) 147 (37.6)
Education, n (%)
Primary school 108 (58.7) 56 (48.7) 57 (62.0) 221 (56.5)
Middle school 49 (26.6) 36 (31.3) 19 (20.7) 104 (26.6)
 ≥ High school 27 (14.7) 23 (20.0) 16 (17.3) 66 (16.9)
Household
Live with someone 167 (90.8) 96 (83.5) 82 (89.1) 345 (88.2)
Live alone 17 (9.2) 19 (16.5) 10 (10.9) 46 (11.8)
Family Annual Income, n (%)
 ≤ 25,000 € 99 (53.8) 63 (54.8) 51 (55.4) 213 (54.5)
 > 25,000 € 85 (46.2) 52 (45.2) 41 (44.6) 178 (45.5)
Perceived Health, n (%)
Good 116 (63.0) 76 (66.1) 72 (78.3) 264 (67.5)
Poor 68 (37.0) 39 (33.9) 20 (21.7) 127 (32.5)
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ethical standards of the Declaration of Helsinki of 1964 and its subsequent amend-
ments or comparable ethical standards.

Data analysis

The data analysis process involved several key steps to ensure a thorough and reli-
able examination of the interview data. The data transcription process involved 
meticulous attention to detail to ensure accuracy and fidelity. After transcribing all 
data verbatim, a thorough and complete analysis was performed manually, using 
content analysis. No software application or custom code was used for the coding 
process (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2017).

First, three researchers independently coded the data. To create an organized 
analysis, each significant topic from the narratives was assigned an alpha-numeric 
code, thus creating a code list (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2017). To ensure consist-
ency and rigor in the coding process, each researcher followed a standardized coding 
framework. This involved familiarizing themselves with the data verbatim, identify-
ing initial codes, and categorizing these codes into broader themes. The research-
ers worked separately to minimize bias and to capture a range of perspectives. The 
analysis systematically organized the data into categories, themes, and sub-themes. 
Categories were high-level classifications based on shared characteristics across 
themes (e.g., Less sexual satisfaction). Themes grouped related sub-themes (e.g., 
Pandemic-related restrictions on their intimate lives), while sub-themes highlighted 
specific aspects within the broader themes (e.g., Physical distancing). This hierarchi-
cal approach facilitated a comprehensive understanding of the participants’ experi-
ences and insights.

Subsequently, consensus meetings were held among the researchers to reconcile 
any coding discrepancies and to finalize themes. This approach enhances the trust-
worthiness and validity of findings and facilitates a comprehensive understanding of 
themes emerging from participant experiences (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2017). All 
three researchers agreed that after identifying the main themes and sub-themes, both 
would be grouped into clear, independent categories with short intuitive names. All 
three researchers highly agreed (0.85 < k < 0.93, p < 0.01) with all category groups.

Furthermore, this study employed rigorous trustworthiness measures throughout 
the different phases of the analysis process, including the preparation, organization, 
and reporting of results. These included the data collection method, the continuous 
categorization process to facilitate theoretical saturation, how to systematically and 
logically report findings without overlap, and what constitutes a clear description of 
the analysis process and detailed peer debriefing. These measures enhance the cred-
ibility, transferability, authenticity, and dependability of our findings (see Erlingsson 
& Brysiewicz, 2017).

For the construction of a reliable and valid system, general principles concerning 
the classification and categorization of qualitative data were not neglected, such as: 
(a) homogeneity: organization, taking into account common elements; (b) relevance: 
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importance of categories; (c) objectivity and fidelity: objective and reliable catego-
ries. These principles were maintained throughout the process.

Finally, for the theoretical and empirical discussion of the data, a matrix for the 
interpretation of results was created through 2 steps: descriptive analysis and quali-
tative analysis of the categories which emerged.

Results

We analyzed five non-mutually exclusive themes from older Brazilian, English, and 
Portuguese participants when exploring their sexual intimacy during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Key quotes representing the diversity of narratives of older people were 
selected. All names are pseudonyms. Although participants did not always use the 
term “sexual intimacy”, their narratives drew attention to contexts clearly related to 
their perceptions of sexual intimacy.

Study Objective 1:

In this context, the following main themes emerged in this study for the first objec-
tive: (1) Less sexual satisfaction; (2) Less sexual desire; (3) Stronger affective rela-
tionships; (4) Fear of contracting physical illness; and (5) Less attractiveness (see 
Table 2).

Theme 1: Less Sexual Satisfaction

A large percentage (68%) of respondents reported that their satisfaction was reduced 
during COVID-19. This decline in satisfaction was particularly notable among Bra-
zilian participants (nBraz = 134; nPort = 78; nEngl = 54), who highlighted the impact 
of pandemic-related restrictions on their intimate lives. The necessity for physical 
distancing and heightened health precautions led to a more cautious approach to 
physical contact with partners, including sexual intimacy. Hugo explains, “sexual 
satisfaction comes through sexual intimacy and for that, there needs to exist physi-
cal contact. What would sex be without touching a person? But because of the pan-
demic, we must be careful about everything. Being in bed with someone is not care-
free anymore” (Hugo, male, 78  years-old). This perspective underscores how the 
pandemic has altered perceptions of physical intimacy, emphasizing the heightened 
awareness of health risks associated with close contact.

Moreover, the pandemic led some individuals to reconsider their intimate prac-
tices, with masturbation emerging as a safer alternative. Sophie told us that "the 
pandemic has made us rethink everything, even our intimate moments. It’s not 
just about the physical act anymore; it’s about safety and protection. Masturbation 
is now a safer option." (Sophie, female, 67 years-old). This reflects a shift in how 
individuals navigate sexual satisfaction and safety during the pandemic, high-
lighting a preference for solitary sexual activities as a means to mitigate health 
risks.
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Theme 2: Less Sexual Desire

The second most indicated theme by these heterosexual participants (67%) was 
lower sexual desire. This theme was reported mainly by Brazilian participants 
(nBraz = 153; nPort = 81; nEngl = 28), reflecting a significant impact of the pan-
demic on sexual motivation. The persistent fear of contracting the virus has nota-
bly influenced sexual desire among older adults, contributing to a reduction in 
their intimate activities.

Sara said, “During a health crisis, where one of the main groups affected is 
us, older adults, the fear of contracting the virus is greater and automatically the 
sexual desire is less” (Sara, female, 77 years old). Filipa also explained: “We have 
to make choices in life. Right now, the desire to have sex decreased because that 
implied a lot of physical contact with my partner. I am not going to take unneces-
sary risks." (Filipa, female, 80 years-old). These perspectives underscore how the 
pandemic has shifted priorities, with individuals choosing to minimize physical 
contact to avoid potential health risks, thereby diminishing their sexual desire.

Theme 3: Stronger Affective Relationships

34% of older adults identified that they had the opportunity to strengthen their 
affective relationship during the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to the longer time at 
home that the pandemic provided some heterosexual older couples with oppor-
tunities to reconnect. This theme was reported mainly by English participants 
(nEngl = 76; nBraz = 34; nPort = 23).

Caroline shared her experience, emphasizing that the pandemic fostered 
opportunities for couples to deepen their emotional connection, which, in turn, 
enhanced their sexual closeness: “Life is not just sex and when we cannot get 
laid, there are other options, like talking, cuddling, cooking, and all that, 
strengthens our relationship. And that made our moments so much better, I think 
I can speak for both of them when I say that we are now much more sexually 
close and expressly” (Caroline, female, 69 years-old). Adrian also mentioned that 
“we spend more time together now and because of that, we were able to con-
nect again, we became close again. This only positively influenced our sex life” 
(Adrian, male, 71  years-old). This data illustrates how the pandemic, despite 
its challenges, facilitated relational growth for some older couples by providing 
more time to nurture their emotional connections, which in turn contributed to an 
improved sexual relationship.

Theme 4: Fear of Contracting Physical Illness

Only 113 participants (29%) mentioned fear of contracting physical illness as 
a theme that influenced their sexual intimacy during COVID-19. This theme was 
reported mainly by Portuguese participants (nPort = 76; nBraz = 34; nEng = 3), high-
lighting a concern specifically related to the increased risk of disease transmission 
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through intimate activities. Sexual activity is characterized by the physical contact 
of two people and therefore contracting diseases is more favorable when carrying 
out intimate activities.

Lara explained, “This is definitely not the best time to get sick. This means hav-
ing to go to a hospital and being even more exposed to the virus. So, my sex life 
decreased, as did the intimacy that my partner and I share” (Lara, female, 70 years-
old). This underscores the fear of illness as a significant factor in reducing sexual 
activity, as concerns about health risks and potential exposure to the virus led to 
decreased intimacy. Erika also reflected an intensified fear of contracting the virus, 
which has led her to limit physical contact with her partner, thereby impacting their 
sexual intimacy: “I avoid my partner physically because I am afraid to get COVID-
19. I was already afraid of getting sick and now I’m even more!” (Erika, female, 
68 years-old). The fear of illness during the pandemic has influenced intimate rela-
tionships, particularly among those who are concerned about the risks associated 
with physical contact and disease transmission.

Theme 5: Less Attractiveness

The last theme indicated by 90 participants, was feeling less attractive. The last 
theme was reported mainly by English and Brazilian participants (nEng = 56; 
nBraz = 33; nPort = 1). This theme was particularly evident among older women (76 
participants), who described how the pandemic and associated social isolation nega-
tively impacted their self-image. The extended time spent at home, coupled with a 
lack of purposeful activities and limited physical contact with friends and family, 
contributed to a diminished sense of self-worth.

“With social isolation, we are restricted from going out and doing our day-to-day 
activities. So, I stopped doing so many outdoor walks, and that made me care less 
about myself, distancing me from my partner, leading I started feeling less interested 
in how I looked”, said Kate (female, 75 years-old). Reducing physical activity and 
social interactions during the pandemic led to a decline in self-care and self-percep-
tion, impacting her relationship with her partner. In the same line, Diana explained 
that “COVID has been in our lives for a long time and I haven’t taken much care of 
my appearance. My looks are not my priority now. I’ve been focusing more on cook-
ing, eating and watching television shows, unfortunately. I don’t feel pretty and my 
husband understands it.” (Diana, female, 79 years-old). This statement emphasizes 
how shifting priorities during the pandemic – focusing on daily survival and comfort 
– has led to a neglect of personal appearance, affecting her self-esteem and how she 
perceives her attractiveness.

Study Objective 2:

For the second objective, three main themes were reported by these heterosexual 
participants: (1) Less anxiety and distress; (2) Greater attention to negative emo-
tional states; and (3) Less emotional outbursts.
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Theme 1: Less Anxiety and Distress

The first theme explored by the participants (78%) was less anxiety and distress. 
Older adults reported that sexual intimacy during the pandemic strongly contributed 
to lowering their anxiety and distress. This theme was reported mainly by English 
participants (nEng = 212; nPort = 78; nBraz = 14), indicating a strong connection 
between intimate relationships and mental well-being during the pandemic.

Sarah revealed that increased time spent together during the pandemic not only 
reduced her anxiety but also enhanced her intimacy and satisfaction with her part-
ner: “spending more time with him at home helped me decrease my anxiety levels. 
Interestingly, now that my mental health has improved, this opens the door to more 
intimacy and sexual satisfaction with my husband” (Sarah, female, 66  years-old). 
Anabel reported how physical closeness and emotional support from her partner 
contributed to a sense of safety and relaxation, countering the anxiety induced by 
the pandemic and fostering a deeper emotional connection: “when he is with me in 
bed, I feel safe and sound. I feel loved and really helps me relaxing and not stressing 
so much. Before I felt a lot of anxiety with all the problems caused by COVID-19 
and it affected me psychologically. I couldn’t even think of positive things like love, 
intimacy, and other activities that made me happy. COVID-19 made us closer than 
ever.” (Anabel, female, 76 years-old).

Theme 2: Greater Attention to Negative Emotional States

A good number of participants (n = 215) indicated that greater concern with nega-
tive emotional states was a factor influencing their mental health during COVID-
19. Feelings of sadness, fear, and loneliness were prevalent among older adults, and 
managing these negative emotions within a partnership contributed positively to 
their mental well-being. This theme was only noted by English and Portuguese par-
ticipants (nEng = 145; nPort = 70; nBraz = 0), highlighting the role of mutual emo-
tional support during the pandemic.

Brian underscores how shared experiences of fear and restriction led to mutual 
support and a stronger emotional connection with his partner. He pointed out that 
“the fact of having to stay at home and having to obey the safety rules took away 
some freedom and that made me sad and fearful. But then I noticed that my wife 
was feeling the same way. Now we support each other and create a stronger intimate 
bond.” (Brian, male, 78 years-old). Moreover, Jana reported, “I’ve had phases asso-
ciated with depression and anxiety before, but my partner has been by my side the 
whole time. We got closer and that helped us to be more intimate” (Jana, female, 
87 years-old). These comments reflect how ongoing support from her partner during 
times of emotional difficulty not only alleviated feelings of depression and anxiety 
but also strengthened their intimate relationship.



304	 S. von Humboldt et al.

Theme 3: Less Emotional Outbursts

‘Less emotional outbursts’ was a benefit reported by 41% of the participants, with 
this benefit most frequently observed among Portuguese participants (nPort = 89; 
nBraz 46; nEng = 25). This theme highlights how intimacy and partnership have 
contributed to emotional stability during the pandemic.

“COVID, was a new reality, that fell in front of us unexpectedly. And it is ok 
to have some emotional outbursts. But being with my partner in intimacy helped 
me with those. I don’t feel the need to explode anymore”, verbalized Zayn (male, 
73 years-old). His statement reflects how the emotional support and closeness expe-
rienced with his partner have alleviated the intensity of his emotional reactions, 
providing a sense of calm. Similarly, Thomas’s remarks illustrate how intimacy and 
mutual support during the pandemic have not only helped manage emotional out-
bursts but have also contributed positively to his overall sense of well-being. “First 
we had to know how to deal with the COVID situation, because it caused a lot of 
problems, including emotional problems. I remember I went over the top with not 
being able to go out. Then we get on with our lives, including intimacy and now I 
feel calm. My wife makes me feel loved and relaxed. COVID is not only bad. It has 
been good to us.” (Thomas, male, 68 years-old).

Discussion

This study offers evidence of cultural diversity through drawing attention to differ-
ences in the frequency of key themes among older heterosexual Portuguese, Brit-
ish, and Brazilian participants. Apart from ‘greater attention to negative emotional 
states’, all themes were reported among older people across all three nationalities. 
Although cultural studies are still lacking in the sexual intimacy area, some studies 
reveal rich and diverse results (Fischer et al., 2020).

Study Objective 1:

The first objective of this study was to explore the influence of COVID-19 pandemic 
on heterosexual older couples’ sexual intimacy. Brazilian and Portuguese older 
adults reported ‘less sexual satisfaction’ and ‘less sexual desire’ more frequently, 
which may reflect concerns possibly shaped by cultural norms or specific societal 
contexts. In contrast, English participants verbalized ‘stronger affective relation-
ships’ and ‘less attractiveness’ as the main themes, suggesting different priorities 
or societal pressures related to aging and intimacy. Brazilian and Portuguese par-
ticipants reported a greater decline in sexual satisfaction and desire, likely due to 
their cultural emphasis on physical contact as a key component of intimacy. In 
contrast, English participants experienced improved emotional closeness and alter-
native forms of intimacy, reflecting cultural adaptability, in response to pandemic 
restrictions. These differences indicate that cultural values and norms significantly 
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influence how sexual intimacy is impacted by global crises, suggesting the need for 
culturally sensitive approaches in addressing these issues.

These findings underscore the importance of considering cultural distinctions 
when exploring the impact of global events like the pandemic on older adults’ inti-
mate lives and emotional well-being. The COVID-19 pandemic has had a com-
plex effect on heterosexual older couples’ sexual intimacy, leading to both chal-
lenges such as reduced satisfaction and desire, and unexpected positive aspects, like 
strengthened emotional bonds, which highlights the subtle ways in which physical 
and emotional health intersect during crises.

With respect to how COVID-19 influenced sexual intimacy with a romantic part-
ner, most participants reported ‘less sexual satisfaction’ during this pandemic. Sub-
themes such as ‘having less partnered sex opportunities’ and ‘masturbation’ were 
indicated by these participants. Sexual satisfaction has been associated with higher 
levels of importance of sexuality and intimacy (Buczak-Stec et  al., 2021) and has 
been significantly related to the frequency of partnered sexual activity and other fac-
tors such as oral sex, more frequent hugging and kissing, and vaginal intercourse 
(DeLamater, 2012; DeLamater & Moorman, 2007; von Humboldt et  al., 2020a, 
2020b). In older age, sexual activity represents not only a significant source of 
pleasure and intimacy, it also contributes to a healthy long-term relationship. Sexual 
satisfaction in older age is broadly characterized as occurring when sexual function 
(including the ability to reach orgasm) remains unchanged and partners desire sex. 
Considering that older adults find preserving the link between pleasure and sex chal-
lenging, this period has uniquely influenced their sexual satisfaction (Ševčíková & 
Sedláková, 2020). The constraints imposed by social distancing and health concerns 
have further complicated their ability to derive satisfaction from sexual intimacy, 
reflecting a broader shift in their sexual experiences during this unprecedented time 
(Ševčíková & Sedláková, 2020). As one of participant verbalized: “Being in bed 
with someone is not carefree anymore”. Indeed, the pandemic’s disruption of social 
and physical interactions underscores the need for targeted interventions to support 
sexual well-being among older adults during such crises.

Moreover, during the pandemic, sexual activity (whether with a partner or 
through masturbation) can be linked to psychological and emotional benefits. 
In addition, masturbation is seen as a safer option to prevent the transmission of 
COVID-19 (Pennanen-Iire et al., 2021). Higher levels of masturbation are also asso-
ciated with lower satisfaction with one’s partner and higher levels of generalized 
anxiety and/or depression (Rowland et al., 2020).

‘Less sexual desire’ was the second most verbalized theme, as one participant 
explicitly verbalized: “Right now, the desire to have sex decreased”. Furthermore, 
sub-themes such as ‘not feeling sexually close’ and ‘focusing on daily instrumen-
tal activities’ were indicated by these participants. A divergence in sexual interest 
likely inhibits feeling emotionally close to the partner and consequently reduces 
sexual satisfaction, weakening the sexual response cycle. A discrepancy in sexual 
desire, on the one hand, negatively affects the quality and frequency of sexual inter-
action and, on the other hand, decreases sexual satisfaction on a personal level (Fis-
cher et al., 2020). Results have shown that in older age, the connection between sex 
and pleasure can become fragile, and can become an affliction due to difficulties in 
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performing sexual acts and persistent sexual desire (Ševčíková & Sedláková, 2020). 
This observation prompts our reflection on whether changing physical and psycho-
logical factors in later life can influence sexual experiences and desire.

The literature on how global crises affect sexual desire is limited, and our find-
ings highlight the role of heightened stress, anxiety, and depressed mood in alter-
ing intimacy desires. Previous research indicates that elevated stress and anxiety can 
both diminish and intensify sexual desire, depending on individual responses and 
coping mechanisms (Pennanen-Iire et  al., 2021). For instance, heightened anxiety 
about mortality during the pandemic has been linked to increased sexual desire and 
interest in some individuals, reflecting a complex interplay between emotional states 
and intimacy needs (Pennanen-Iire et  al., 2021). This suggests that the pandemic 
may have multifaceted effects on sexual desire, influenced by both psychological 
distress and adaptive responses.

Interestingly, heterosexual participants in this study drew attention to ‘having 
stronger affective relationships’ with their partner during the pandemic, or as one 
participant described, “we spend more time together now and because of that, we 
were able to connect again, we became close again.”

Sub-themes such as ‘feeling emotionally understood’ and ‘feeling protected’ were 
designated by these participants. Social distancing and other stressful circumstances 
of the pandemic can increase the need for emotional bonding. Both individuals in a 
relationship and those who are not feel a vital need to express intimacy through vir-
tual and physically distant means to sustain positive coping and psychological well-
being (Pennanen-Iire et al., 2021). Remarkably, older adults faced unique challenges 
in maintaining close relationships due to physical distancing and isolation measures, 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. There is some evidence indicating that older adults 
feel more closeness and positive emotions toward their partners, family, and friends 
in comparison to younger adults during this pandemic (Cavallini et al., 2021). Inter-
estingly, this inclination underscored their resilience and determination to preserve 
meaningful connections despite the constraints imposed by the pandemic, highlight-
ing the importance of adaptability and creativity in maintaining relationships during 
times of crisis.

Older participants in this study were concerned with the ‘fear of contract-
ing physical illness’. As one participant indicated, “I avoid my partner physically 
because I am afraid to get COVID-19”. Sub-themes such as ‘having less immunity’ 
and ‘online sex’ were indicated by these participants. There are studies indicat-
ing that higher sexual satisfaction is associated with a reduced number of physical 
illnesses (Buczak-Stec et  al., 2021). Nevertheless, sexual activity is also believed 
to contribute as a whole to quality of life and overall physical health (Flynn et al., 
2016). Maintaining sexual activity can enhance immunity, and cognitive and car-
diovascular function during a pandemic, which indicates that sexual intimacy and 
sexual satisfaction may increase quality of life and physical health (Pennanen-Iire 
et al., 2021). Particularly in relation to sexual transmitted diseases, although sexual 
abstinence is the safest practice to prevent transmission, older adults may consider 
risk-reduction counseling, sex with quarantined partners, and online sex (Banerjee 
& Rao, 2020). Moreover, the imposition of self-isolation during the COVID-19 pan-
demic can significantly hinder sexual intimacy, as individuals may rely solely on 
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remote forms of intimacy, due to fears of contracting physical illnesses (Mori et al., 
2020; von Humboldt et al., 2020a, 2020b, 2022a, 2022b). This shift may underscore 
the evolving nature of intimate relationships in response to unprecedented public 
health measures.

Lastly, older participants pointed our feeling ‘less attractiveness’ during the pan-
demic, as one participant reported, “I started feeling less interested in how I looked”. 
Sub-themes such as ‘feeling less relevant emotionally’ and ‘feeling less looked-for 
by the partner’ were reported by these participants. Physical attractiveness seems 
to be lower in times of stress. Moreover, other partner qualities such as companion-
ship and support may facilitate coping with the lack of attractiveness. Interestingly, 
social isolation during the COVID-19 pandemic has provided a unique opportunity 
for self-exploration and re-evaluation of personal pleasure. Research indicates that 
stressful situations can shift preferences and behaviors, such as men showing a pref-
erence for kind over attractive partners in times of stress (Alexopoulos et al., 2021). 
The pandemic has also facilitated new ways for individuals to explore pleasure and 
to develop a better relationship with their own bodies, as seen in the increased focus 
on self-care and self-discovery during periods of isolation (Lopes et al., 2020). This 
period of social isolation has highlighted the potential for personal growth and self-
awareness regarding sexual pleasure, emphasizing the need for further research into 
how individuals adapt their sexual behaviors and preferences in response to pro-
longed isolation.

Literature highlights that people may be more willing to less valorize a partner’s 
physical attractiveness over other attributes that signal companionship and stabil-
ity. Physical attractiveness and social status may become less important in stressful 
situations, with both perhaps activating feelings of mortality such in the case of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Alexopoulos et al., 2021).

Study Objective 2:

The second objective was to assess how heterosexual older couples’ sexual intimacy 
during the COVID-19 pandemic influenced their mental health. English participants 
mostly reported ‘less anxiety and stress’ and ‘greater attention to negative emotional 
states’, which may suggest a nuanced introspective approach to emotional well-
being. Portuguese older adults mostly indicated ‘less emotional outbursts’ and ‘less 
anxiety and stress’, which may indicate a cultural emphasis on emotional restraint 
and coping mechanisms. Older Brazilians mostly verbalized ‘less emotional out-
bursts’, which may point out a pragmatic approach to managing emotional responses 
amidst challenging circumstances. These findings emphasize that cultural factors 
play a crucial role in shaping mental health responses to global events, underscoring 
the importance of considering cultural contexts when developing mental health sup-
port strategies.

These divergent responses underscore the need for culturally sensitive approaches 
in understanding and supporting emotional health during global crises. The influ-
ence of the pandemic on sexual intimacy among heterosexual older couples also 
appears to have played a crucial role in mental health outcomes, suggesting that 
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intimate relationships may serve as a buffer against anxiety and emotional distress 
while simultaneously necessitating greater emotional awareness and stability.

Concerning how sexual intimacy with a romantic partner during COVID-19 
influences mental health, most older adults in this study reported feeling ‘less anxi-
ety and distress.’ One participant indicated that “when he is with me in bed, I feel 
safe and sound”.

Sub-themes such as ‘feeling the partner more available’ and ‘feeling of belong-
ing’ were indicated by these participants. The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted 
people’s routines, leading to increased anxiety, absence of physical activity, reduced 
physical contact and social outings, and lack of access to non-essential clinical care, 
and can consequently lead to increased conflict between heterosexual couples. Stress 
and anxiety at both psychological and relational levels are known to significantly 
impact sexual function and desire. The findings of this study align with previous 
research indicating that coping with everyday stress and relationship-related prob-
lems can lead to dissatisfaction and even dissolution of romantic and sexual relation-
ships (Luetke et al., 2020). Our study revealed that older adults experienced lower 
levels of psychological anxiety and distress during the pandemic, which may suggest 
a greater capacity for adaptation to stressful events compared to younger individu-
als. This is consistent with Röhr et al. (2020), who found that older individuals often 
exhibit better stress resilience and emotional regulation, which may contribute to 
their relative stability in intimate relationships despite the pandemic’s challenges.

Older adults in this study verbalized that they were concerned with negative emo-
tional states. One participant indicated that “my partner has been by my side the 
whole time”. Sub-themes such as ‘focus on positive emotional states’ and ‘feeling 
the relationship as a shield’ were pointed out by these participants. This finding res-
onates with Cavallini et  al. (2021) and von Humboldt et  al., (2022a, 2022b), who 
observed that older adults often engage in activities that foster positivity as a coping 
mechanism during stressful situations like the COVID-19 pandemic. The notion of 
viewing one’s relationship as a protective buffer aligns with the idea that maintain-
ing or increasing social and emotional connections can serve as a significant coping 
strategy (Cavallini et al., 2021). Furthermore, the perception of increased closeness 
to partners and family during the pandemic may have enhanced participants’ focus 
on positive emotional states, highlighting the protective role of intimate relation-
ships in mitigating the effects of stress (Cavallini et al., 2021).

Finally, older participants indicated ‘less emotional outbursts.’ One participant 
explicitly explained that “I don’t feel the need to explode anymore”. Sub-themes 
such as ‘ability to manage strong emotions’ and ‘feeling in peace’ were indicated 
by these participants. Interestingly, the agitated context of the pandemic did not 
influence more emotional explosions among these participants. Our study supports 
the existing literature that older adults tend to experience fewer negative emotional 
states and exhibit better emotional regulation compared to younger individuals, 
even amidst a pandemic, a time associated with heightened mortality risks (Gross 
et al., 1997; Lithander et al., 2020). This also aligns with findings by Cavallini et al. 
(2021), who noted that older adults are generally more adept at managing their emo-
tions. Additionally, the literature suggests that physical activity plays a crucial role 
in reducing negative mental health symptoms among older adults (Callow et  al., 
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2020; Kontoangelos et al., 2020). This supports our findings that increased engage-
ment in physical activity could contribute to maintaining emotional well-being and 
mitigating stress, further emphasizing the importance of physical health in overall 
mental health during challenging times.

The present study shows a number of limitations. The characteristics of the 
sample likely influenced the reported sexual experiences. Qualitative analysis is 
not associated with a level of generalizability; hence, a study that captures a more 
diverse sample of older adults may identify different experiences on this pandemic-
related topic.

Another important limitation is the fact that we only have a small proportion 
of adults from sexual minorities (4%), which precludes any exploration of specific 
factors of sexual orientation associated with sexual activity and satisfaction. Fur-
thermore, participants’ responses may have been biased due to social expectations. 
Moreover, we cannot rule out the possibility that some of our findings also apply to 
younger adults, as no comparison group of younger adults was available. Addition-
ally, the use of different platforms could have influenced the quality and consistency 
of the responses; however, no significant differences in the responses were observed.

Notwithstanding the above limitations, this cross-cultural study shows a number 
of contributions to the literature, such as the fact that this study is looking at a large 
and diverse sample of older adults from different cultural backgrounds. In addition, 
it explores the relationship between the COVID-19 pandemic and sexual intimacy, 
and among people in later life. Indeed, it is still a less explored topic (Pennanen-Iire 
et al., 2021), and even less during the pandemic. Moreover, sexual intimacy is con-
sidered a sensitive topic, as it portrays personal and intimate experiences, and there-
fore makes it difficult to obtain responses. Additionally, this study brings light to the 
relevance of intimacy between romantic partners as a protective element against the 
negative psychological impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic among older adults.

Indeed, self-isolation and social distancing at the beginning of the COVID-19 
pandemic changed people’s lifestyles (Di Renzo et al., 2020). In line with this, sex-
ual activity was influenced by social distancing and forced coexistence (Hussein, 
2020). Higher general anxiety during COVID-19 has been shown to have a negative 
impact on people’s sex lives, such as through the frequency of sexual intercourse and 
sexual activity, and felt satisfaction with one’s sex life (Ko et al., 2020). Hence, it is 
essential to study changes in sexual activity throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.

In sum, this study indicated that heterosexual older adults mostly felt less sexual 
satisfaction and less sexual desire. Interestingly these participants also felt stronger 
affective relationships. Cultural differences were also evident. While Brazilian and 
Portuguese older adults reported more negative themes, such as less sexual satisfac-
tion and desire, English participants verbalized more frequently stronger affective 
relationships. Moreover, participants related their sexual intimacy to less anxiety 
and distress, greater attention to negative emotional states, and less emotional out-
bursts during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Sexual health during the pandemic has received little attention and therefore a 
special approach to this topic should be taken, especially in later life, as it portrays 
a sensitive theme. We will still be dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic for some 
time, but it is still too early to see the consequences in relation to sexuality. Contact 
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and physical closeness are discouraged, while touch is seen as a major discomfort 
(Lopes et al., 2020). Future research and interventions with health care profession-
als should include greater awareness of sexual health implications during a pan-
demic. Considering that currently, we are living an unprecedented global situation, 
little is still known on sexuality related to pandemics and therefore, more research 
is needed on the topic to increase the understanding of the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic on sexual intimacy.
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