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Summary

Two hundred and forty-two patients aged 60 vears or over attended genito-urinary clinics in Nottingham
and Leicester (England) in a 2-year period. Sixty-nine per cent of men and 53°, of women were sexually
active and 58 were found to have sexually transmitted diseases.

Introduction

Sexual interest and activity persist well into
later life [1] and the denial of sexuality in older
people by younger generations is cited as ‘one of
the most pernicious forms of discrimination
against old people which persists in today’s
society’ [2]. Even in the present climate of mass
media promotion of healthy sexual lifestyles,
little attention seems to be paid to the elderly
and their risk of human immunodeficiency
virus (HIV) infection or other sexually trans-
mitted disease (STD). This report considers
the risk and prevalence of HIV infection and
STD in elderly attenders at two departments of
genito-urinary medicine.

Methods

T'he case notes of patients aged 60 years or over who
attended the departments of genito-urinary medicine
in Leicester and Nottingham, England, during 1988
and 1989, were reviewed. Disclosed sexual activity,
defined as penetrative sexual intercourse, oro-genital
or hand-genital contact with another person, and
results of tests for sexually transmitted disease
(STD) and HIV were noted.

Two hundred and forty-two patients (191 men, 51
women) were identified (age range: 60-84). Most
(739,) had referred themselves and their general

practitioners were not aware of their concerns or
referral. The patients did not seem to comprise an
‘elderly well’ subgroup: 319, had chronic disease and
37°, were taking long-term prescribed medication.

Results

One hundred and thirty-two (69%) of the men
and 27 (53%) of the women were sexually
active. Sexual activity with casual partners was
reported by 68 elderly patients, with the range
in number of contacts being 1-30. Use of
prostitutes overseas was reported by five
patients and current or past homosexual rela-
tionships by 16. Six men were participating in
casual ano-receptive sexual intercourse without
condom use. Fifteen men were participating
concurrently in both marital and extra-marital
sexual relationships and two women attended
after rape.

Sexually transmitted diseases were diagnosed
in 58 patients (47 men, 11 women), and
included gonorrhoea (4), non-gonococcal
urethritis (20), genital warts (16), genital Herpes
simplex virus infection (9), trichomoniasis (4)
and acute hepatitis B (1). Positive serology for
previous treponemal disease was present in 37
patients. Anxiety regarding HIV infection was
the primary reason for attendance in 22 men
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and 6 women, although none of those tested was
positive.

Significant previously unrecognized medical
conditions were diagnosed in 7% of patients
(diabetes mellitus 7, hypertension 8, severe
mitral valve disease 1).

Comment

This retrospective review confirms that HIV
infection and STD are issues for elderly people
and should not be discounted as a cause of
anxiety or illness. Carers of elderly people
should not presume termination of sexual
activity and should be prepared to discuss this
topic when clinically relevant. Additionally,
promotion of healthy sexual lifestyles should
not ignore this age group, who have not in the
past received sex education to the degree pres-
ently assailing the younger generation.
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