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Developing an Environment Promoting Sexual Wellness 
 
Adopting a sexual wellness model organizationally means:  
 
Assessments 
To assess cognitive capacity, consider: 

1. Innate or internal capacity of the individual 
2. Social and environmental supports of the community 
3. Sexual Consent Potential = Innate + Supports 

Consults 
Develop a multidisciplinary approach to emotional and intimacy concerns regarding residents’ sexuality 
and partner with:  

1. Nursing 
1. Social Work 
2. Physical Therapy 
3. Occupational Therapy 
4. Urology 
5. Neurology 
6. Education and Training 

 
Conversations 
Discuss with your executive management and clinical team: 

1. Why is it so difficult to talk about sexuality among older adults? 
2. What would make it easier to talk about sexuality among older adults? 

Policies 
Is your organization: 
Receptive and open to talking about sex and sexuality? 

1. Prepared to provide training on sexual consent? 
2. Prepared to provide lube and condoms? 
3. Ready to engage with family members? 

 
Trainings 
Do you and your team have the knowledge, skills, and affect needed to provide comprehensive sexuality 
education?  
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Developing an Environment 
Promoting Sexual Wellness 

Examining the Implications & Practicalities

Jane Fleishman, PhD

Why promote sexual wellness?

This training will offer participants a unique opportunity to apply 
current sexuality research and resources to improve the health 
of older adults.

The focus is on improving participants’ knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes developing an environment promoting sexual wellness 
for older adults.

“It’s time we take a public health approach toward curious and consenting older adults who want 

to live full and complete sexual lives, especially in senior living communities. As it stands now, the 

responsibility largely falls on aides, who are making on-the-spot decisions when they happen to 

walk in on elders having sex. That’s not just unfair to them, it also means that the staff member’s 

individual values are the values that will prevail in any given moment. We need a wider lens. 

So what can we do? Administrators, clinical leaders, and staff know that old people are having 

sex. Yet few leaders have addressed it in a consistent way. I’m calling on you as leaders to be in 

the forefront of making this change. It’s going to take work. It’s going to take conversations. 

They’ll be awkward at first. But you’ve been through so much already. You can do this, for the 

sake of your residents and their longevity.”

--Jane Fleishman, TEDx Talk, 2018

•
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Learning Objectives

1. Explore the challenges of chronic illnesses as they relate 
to the sexual expression of older adults

2. Describe the possibilities for pleasure as they relate to the 
sexual expression of older adults

3. Discuss the intersectionality of sexuality and aging

Your thoughts?

Turn to the person next to you and discuss the following:

1. Any questions that have come up for you already?

2. Any concerns you are wrestling with?

3. Any topics you’d like more information on?

Topics We’ll Cover Today

 Basic terminology

 Current research 

 Inclusion of marginalized populations 

 Tips

 Resources & references
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Basic Terminology

Sex & Sexuality

PIV & Other Sexual Expressions
Outercourse

Inappropriate Sexual Behavior (ISB)

Intimate Partner Violence (IPV)

ED

Marginalized Sexuality

Sexual Ageism

Are old people really having sex?

Research update

• UMich/AARP

• STI rates

• Non-Consensual Sex

• Reasons why older adults have sex

• Marginalized populations

Case Study

Penny’s husband, Don, was diagnosed with ED 20 years ago. I told 
him it was ok. We never had sex again for 20 years. He died last year 
of COVID.

Penny now lives alone in an assisted living community in California. 
She started dating and met a man there and, in her words, “we 
actually had sex and it was great.” She wants to continue the 
relationship with him.

She is now 87. Her adult children are very concerned about her and 
have forbade her from being alone with him. She is despondent and 
depressed.
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Let’s rewrite their story

What could have been done differently here?

Sexual Wellness Model

Comprehensive Approach to Sexuality 
(2021)

Comprehensive 
Public Health 
Approach to 
Sexuality

Sexual 
Health

Sexual 
Pleasure

Sexual 
wellbeing

Sexual 
Justice

Mitchell et al., 2021
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Sexual Health

• Fertility and regulation (anything is possible)

• Prevention and management of STIs

• Sexual violence prevention (ISB, IPV)

• Sexual functions (desire, arousal)

Sexual Health

Sexual Pleasure

• Self-determination

• Consent

• Safety

• Privacy

• Confidence

• Communications

• Negotiations 

• Person-related and Event-related

Sexual 
Pleasure

Sexual Justice

• Sexual rights

• Sexual citizenship

• Sex positive practice

• Larger efforts to ensure equity

Sexual Justice
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Sexual Wellbeing only exists in the 
context of:

• Sexual health

• Sexual pleasure

• Sexual justice Comprehensive 
Approach to 
Sexuality

Sexual 
Health

Sexual 
Pleasure

Sexual 
wellbeing

Sexual 
Justice

Sexual Wellbeing means:

• Sexual safety and security

• Sexual respect

• Sexual self-esteem

• Resilience in relation to past sexual experiences

• Forgiveness of past sexual experiences

• Self-determination in one’s sexual life

• Comfort with sexuality

Sexual 
wellbeing

Why is sexual wellbeing integral to your 
work with older adults?

• Intimacy is a marker of health equity for residents

• A meaningful indicator of overall wellbeing

• Refocuses ethics practices

• Centers sexual health, pleasure, & justice 
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Sexual Wellbeing and COVID-19

• Personal losses

• Interpersonal effects of lockdown, social distancing

• Pervasive economic consequences

• Widespread emotional, psychological impacts

• Enduring effects on sexual wellbeing

Allows for a shift in thinking about sexuality in our work from a 
binary approach to a multi-dimensional approach

Looking at Changes at Many Levels

Bronfenbrenner, 1979

ORGANIZATIONAL
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ORGANIZATIONAL RESPONSIBILITIES

• Assessments 

• Consults

• Conversations

• Policies

• Trainings

• Family Supports

ASSESSMENTS

Sexual Consent Potential

Need to assess:

• Innate or internal capacity (individual)

• Social and environmental supports (from disability models)

Sexual Consent Potential = Innate + Supports

Huitema, 2022
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CONSULTS

Multidisciplinary Approaches

Need to work together with:
• Nursing
• Social Work
• Physical Therapy
• Occupational Therapy
• Urology
• Neurology
• Education and Training
• Policy Development

CONVERSATIONS
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We need to talk

Turn to the person next to you (on the other side this time) and 
spend the next 5 minutes answering this question.

How can we talk about sex without 
getting completely uncomfortable?

Turn your group of 2 into a group of 4 and spend the next 10 
minutes answering this question.

SEXUAL WELLNESS 
POLICIES
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Need for Sexual Wellness Policies

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY‐SA

Is Your Organization Ready?

• Receptive and open to talking about sex and sexuality?

• Prepared to provide training on sexual consent?

• Prepared to provide lube and condoms?

• Ready to engage with family members?

Are You Ready To…

• Address elders’ sexual questions?

• Be receptive and opening to talking about sex?

• Conduct a training on sexuality and aging?

• sit in the Discomfort of talking about older adult sexuality?

• Educate family members?
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TRAINING

Sexuality Education for Older Adults

• Knowledge

• Skills

• Attitude/Affect

Skills

Attitude/Affect

Knowledge

Creating Comprehensive Sexuality 
Education in Your Community

To make this happen:

• What KSA’s do you need as an individual?

• What do you need to discuss with your team?

• What does the facility need?

• What needs to change on a policy level?

• Other concerns?
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FAMILY SUPPORT

Talking to Families About Intimacy & Sex

Ethical Implications

• Safety

• Security

• Sexual health

• Privacy 

MARKETING 
STRATEGIES



14

Take a page from…

IN SUMMARY

• Older adults in your communities are having sex

• And our residents have woefully lacking sex ed

• Instead of asking our staff to make instantaneous decisions

• We can expand our definition of wellness

• And include sexuality issues in our wellness environments

• With training and policies we can improve our marketing

• To promote sexual wellness in all of our communities

Best Practices

Given all that we are going through right now and given all that 
you’ve gotten from this session

Consider one way you might help promote a sexual wellness 
environment in your community.
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One Last Thing

The older adults in your community may already be having or 
thinking about having sex.

By expanding your definition of wellness, you may take away the 
shame and harmful behaviors.

And you might just find a new way of defining your community.

Speaker Contact Information 

Jane Fleishman, PhD, MEd, MS

AASECT Certified Sexuality Educator

© Speaking Of, LLC

www.janefleishman.com

www.ourbetterhalf.net

www.ageright.org
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Now to your questions…
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