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Abstract

Background and Objectives: The digital world offers opportunities for sex and love and also reflects societal stereotypes
regarding sex and love among older adults. The aim of the current review is to look at the ways older adults use digital
media for sex and love and also at digital media’s representations of older adults.

Research Design and Methods: We searched for studies published in English that used qualitative and/or quantitative
methods, with findings based on empirical data from individuals 55 years of age or older. The following data sets were
searched: PubMed, Web of Science, PsycINFO, Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, and CINAHL. Bibliographies
of all relevant studies were searched. Titles and abstracts were reviewed, and selected articles were extracted independently
by 2 reviewers.

Results: A total of 1,819 records were retrieved. After removing duplicates, 1,488 records remained. Of these, 70 records
remained for full-text screening, and a final count of 15 records was included for synthesis.

Discussion and Implications: The present review highlights major research gaps in the field. Although studies have indeed
focused on the online dating scene among this cohort, they have ignored older adults’ sexuality in favor of other aspects
(e.g., love and companionship). Representations of this cohort in terms of love and sex are also lacking, and diversity is
hardly addressed. Additional research is needed to examine how older adults use digital media for reasons related to love
and sex, and how the media mirrors societal stereotypes regarding sex and love among older adults.
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In the current scoping review, we examined articles that
investigated the intersection of digital media with sex and
love in later life. Digital media refers to any communi-
cation media that operate with the use of any of various
encoded machine-readable data formats. Digital media
can be created, viewed, distributed, modified, listened
to, and preserved on a digital electronics device, such as
computers, mobile devices, and television (Smith, 2013).
The intersection between digital media and sex and love
among older adults is examined in the context of two main

research questions: (a) how older adults use digital media
for reasons related to sex and love and (b) how digital
media represents sex and love among older adults.

The Use of Digital Media for Sex and Love in
Later Life

Although older adults consistently have lower rates of tech-
nology adoption than do members of the general public,
reports from the United States indicate that older adults are

© The Author(s) 2022. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of The Gerontological Society of America. All rights reserved. 1

For permissions, please e-mail: journals.permissions@oup.com.

220z 1snBny €7 uo Jasn 8oualng [edn)nouby qi [enua) Aq 9921 £99/£602eubauctab/ee0 ] 01 /1op/ajonie-aoueApe/1siBojoiuoiab/wod dno-olwapeoe)/:sdny wodj papeojumoq


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3339-7879
mailto:agewirtz-@univ.haifa.ac.il?subject=

The Gerontologist, 2022, Vol. XX, No. XX

embracing technology at a rapid pace (Pew Research Center,
2017). For example, in the past 5 years, the number of older
Americans using a smartphone has doubled. Internet use
has also risen steadily over the last decade and a half. In
early 2000, just 14% of older adults were using the internet;
in 2017, 67% of adults ages 65 and older said they use the
internet. Finally, social media use among older adults is also
steadily increasing; in fact, 34% of Americans ages 65 and
up reported using social networking sites such as Facebook
or Twitter (Pew Research Center, 2017). Similar shifts
also were reported in other countries, such as Australia
(Australian Communications and Media Authority, 2021),
the United Kingdom (Selwyn et al., 2003), and other coun-
tries in Europe, for instance (Eurostat, 2021).

According to the Pew Research Center (2017), older
adults use digital media as a platform to consume news,
seek information, share experiences, and connect with
friends and family. Limited information is available on
whether and how older adults use digital media for reasons
related to sex and love. A study conducted among 3,816
European older adults found that older adults use digital
media for three main purposes with regard to sex and love:
seeking a partner, sexual self-enhancement, and seeking in-
formation or advice (Trzen et al., 2018). Another recent
study examining online sexual activities among older adults
categorized online sexual activities into three main activi-
ties (Scandurra et al., 2022): nonarousal activities (e.g.,
visiting sex-educational websites or chatting on dating
websites), solitary arousal activities (e.g., watching pornog-
raphy), and partnered arousal activities, which require the
participation of at least one other individual (e.g., engaging
in webcam sex or sexual chat).

As for seeking a partner, many older adults maintain an
interest in intimate partner relationships and actively seek
partners online (Malta, 2007). Online dating websites are
gaining popularity as a convenient way to connect with
potential partners. A growing number of older adults are
using online dating sites and apps to meet new people
(Wada et al., 2015). In 2019, 19% of people aged 55-64
tried dating apps, as did 13% of older adults aged 64 and
older (Pew Research Center, 2020). While it is difficult to
determine gender differences in the use of online dating
sites among older adults, it can be assumed that participa-
tion in online dating in later life follows the overall trend of
gender differences in online dating participation, in which
men are significantly more likely than women to partici-
pate in online dating (Abramova et al., 2016). According
to a study conducted among 200 older adults aged 60 and
older, older women sought a partner who was honest and
would do leisure activities with them, while older men
sought women who were physically attractive and would
provide emotional support (Watson & Stelle, 2021). An
analysis of 600 Internet personal ads, revealed that with
age, men desired women increasingly younger than them-
selves, whereas women desired older men until ages 75
and older, when they sought men younger than themselves

(Alterovitz & Mendelsohn, 2009). Interviews with older
adults aged 53-74 also showed that older men focused on
physical attractiveness, whereas older women focused on
abilities (McWilliams & Barrett, 2014).

AARP (2013) conducted a survey to understand the
reasons why older adults use online dating sites. According
to the survey, older adults think they can meet a broader
range of people (23%) through online sites than otherwise,
and they do not have to reply or talk to people they do not
wish to (20%) or because a friend recommended the site
(14%). As to what older adults seek to find, 48 % reported
using online dating sites to find a serious relationship, 26 %
to find friendship and companionship, and only 14% for
the purpose of casual dating.

Digital media is becoming a medium for sexual self-
enhancement in later life. Sexual self-enhancement can be
achieved in two main forms: solitary (e.g., watching por-
nography) and partnered (e.g., engaging in webcam sex or
sexual chat, activities which require a virtual interactive
participation of at least two people). A recent study showed
that the use of digital media for sexual self-enhancement
was popular among older adults, with a total of 58.1% of
Italian older adults reporting using the internet for sexual
self-enhancement at least 2-3 times during the previous
month (Scandurra et al., 2022).

Another main use of digital media for sexual self-
enhancement takes place via visiting online sex shops and
buying sex products. Online sex shops offer sex toys, vibrators,
books, videos, and erotic clothing but also medications and
natural supplements that are touted as capable of heightening
a person’s libido and increasing erectile strength and vag-
inal lubrication. These products are offered to everyone
but are often advertised and tailored specifically for older
populations (Adams et al., 2003). A study conducted among
older adults from four different European countries found
that buying sex products is common (Trzen et al., 2018). In
the study, both men and women who masturbated more were
more likely to use the internet to buy sex products than were
individuals who did not masturbate (Trzen et al., 2018). In
a study conducted among 799 internet-recruited Czechs aged
50-96, visiting online sex shops was more frequent among
men (Sev¢ikova et al., 2021) and was associated with mas-
turbation and greater importance for sex in both men and
women (Sev&ikovi et al., 2021).

Finally, digital and nondigital media are two of the
most preferred sources of information to learn about sex in
later life, with the internet being the most common source
used (Fileborn et al., 2017). Older adults use the internet
to source a wide range of information on topics such as
sexually transmitted diseases and safer sex, sexual dysfunc-
tion and aging, and sexuality and sexual pleasure (Fileborn
et al., 2017). Older adults also satisfy their need for in-
formation, advice, and support on sexual matters with
sex-related discussions in older adults’ online communities
(Berdychevsky & Nimrod, 2015). These communities are
popular and are much needed given the limited alternatives
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for open and direct sex-related communication in later
life. They also offer a great deal of potential for helping
people cope with the three primary sexual vulnerabilities
that occur in later life: health issues and life circumstances
that affect sexuality; difficulties communicating with
health care providers about sex-related problems; and lim-
ited access to sexual health information (Berdychevsky &
Nimrod, 2015). As the use of the internet increases among
older adults, it is likely that it will be used as a platform for
education and a space in which specific resources for older
adults should be made available.

Representations of Sex and Love Among Older
Adults in the Digital World

Representations of sex and love in digital media are highly
dependent on the particular country or culture in ques-
tion and the particular period under discussion (Loos &
Ivan, 2018). The platform used to deliver information or
representations of sex and love among older adults also
makes a difference, as formal representations on digital
media are likely to be very different from those on in-
formal online chats (Rajendran & Thesinghraja, 2014).
The latter forms of informal online communications are
seen as beneficial because they do not discriminate on the
basis of participants’ appearance. They are also thought to
encourage open communication among online participants
who may feel a sense of safety, given the ostensible ano-
nymity promised by digital media (Adams et al., 2003).
Nonetheless, one challenge concerns the unsupported in-
formation that can be found online, coupled with the fact
that older adults are more likely to accept fake informa-
tion as real (Brashier & Schacter, 2020). Moreover, because
most older adults never received formal sex education as
young adults, their ability to detect accurate online in-
formation may be hampered (May, 2006). As such, older
adults may be particularly susceptible to consuming un-
supported information about sex and love at their age,
including inaccurate information about sexual health and
sexually transmitted diseases. The possibility of online fi-
nancial or sexual abuse taking place is also increased for
these reasons.

Representations of sex and love among older adults do
not occur in a vacuum. Instead, they are highly influenced
by the general stigma attributed to old age and aging. This
bias in the way we think, feel, or act toward people because
of their age is termed ageism (Ayalon & Tesch-Romer,
2018). The past few decades have seen dramatic changes
in the way older adults are represented in digital media.
Initially, older adults were portrayed in a very negative way,
emphasizing undesirable social qualities such as vulnera-
bility. More recently, however, older adults’ representations
have become overly positive, with an emphasis on “suc-
cessful” aging and a general disregard for the loss and de-
cline that may take place in older age (Loos & Ivan, 2018).
The problem with overly positive representations of older

adults is that they foster an overall model of successful
aging, in which old age is just a continuation of middle age.
In such a model, there is no room for a decline in sexuality
or in attractiveness (Calasanti, 2016).

Ageism often intersects with other attributes such as
gender, sexual preferences, race, income and status, and
disability. Hence, whereas older men are considered at-
tractive—and, in the movies, can still play the protago-
nist even in their 60s or 70s—women’s representations
are more limited. Historically, older women were com-
pletely invisible on the screen. Subsequently, one-sided
ageist stereotypes were used to represent older women, but
their sexuality was nonexistent. Next, older women were
put into the “older women” slot, and their representations
were limited to a specific genre. The final stage is expected
to represent women’s integration in digital media (Lemish
& Muhlbauer, 2012). The case of LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bi-
sexual, transgender, and queer) older adults demonstrates a
similar pattern, as they have transitioned from being com-
pletely invisible to being depicted as victims; more recently,
however, they have been depicted as icons of resilience
(Hurd et al., 2020).

Online dating sites for older adults often present older
adults with light skin color, and fail to present older adults
of color and various races (Gewirtz-Meydan & Ayalon,
2018). Dating sites for older adults only limitedly pre-
sent images of older adults with signs of disabilities (e.g.,
wheelchair, walking stick, and rollator; Gewirtz-Meydan
& Ayalon, 2018). Online dating sites can be an opportu-
nity for many older adults to meet and engage in romantic
relationships, but they can also reinforce the social exclu-
sion of many diverse populations (Alhabash et al., 2014).
The fact that these sites tend to neglect to embrace diver-
sity and represent only very stereotypical images of older
people is concerning and likely affects both the use of these
sites as well as the representations of older people.

Dating sites represent one source of information about
the portrayal of older adults in relation to sex and love.
Past research has shown that, in general, even dating sites
that target older adults tend to represent old age as a con-
tinuation of middle age (Gewirtz-Meydan & Ayalon,
2018). Regardless of their gender, the visual representations
of older adults emphasize youth, fitness, and health
(Gewirtz-Meydan & Ayalon, 2018). Online sites use age-
neutral terms to describe older adults, rather than terms
such as older adults, and do not refer to older adults ex-
plicitly. These sites also represent older men and women
differently, with women being presented as looking sig-
nificantly younger than men (Ayalon & Gewirtz-Meydan,
2017). This reflects an intersection between sex and age,
suggesting older women experience more sexual ageism
than older men. This intersection has been demonstrated in
other studies that have shown that older women are asso-
ciated with more negative stereotypes than are older men
(Roy & Ayalon, 2020). When considering the findings, it is
also important to acknowledge the fact that most dating
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sites for older adults cater to heterosexual relations, thus
representing heteronormative sexuality (Gewirtz-Meydan
& Ayalon, 2018).

The pharmaceutical industry also plays an important
role in educating men and women about sexuality through
specific representations of older sexuality (Ayalon &
Gewirtz-Meydan, 2017). For instance, the introduction of
Viagra resulted in the portrayal of male erectile dysfunc-
tion as a medical disease that should be treated (Marshall,
2008). Such a portrayal may result in a disregard for the
psychosocial aspects of sexuality and sexual dysfunction
(Ayalon & Gewirtz-Meydan, 2017). Moreover, stressing
the failure of men to perform further highlights older men’s
vulnerability. Likewise, older women’s sexuality has also
been portrayed as a medical problem (Hartley, 2006). The
connection between older adults and sexual dysfunction
has the potential to serve as a stereotype threat, a phenom-
enon that occurs when individuals are at risk of confirming
negative stereotypes about their own group (Lamont et al.,
20135). Hence, it is possible that communications that em-
phasize the inadequacy of older adults and their need to
rely on chemical enhancers serve as stressful reminders that
impair older adults’ performance.

When considering the portrayal of older adults in rela-
tion to sex and love in digital media, it is also important to
take into account the general stereotype of older adults as
incompetent technologically (Mariano et al., 2021). Older
adults are consistently portrayed as unable and unfit when
it comes to the digital world (Kottl, Tatzer, et al., 2021;
Wandke et al., 2012), further affecting their self-perceptions
as unfit technologically (Kottl, Cohn-Schwartz, et al., 2021;
Kottl, Gallistl, et al., 2021). Even if these stereotypes are
not directly related to sex and love, they likely influence the
digital portrayal of sex and love among older adults in the
digital world.

One problem seems to be that this cohort (i.e., older
adults) has internalized negative stereotypes of older
adults, age, and aging throughout their lives, and therefore
when they grow older, these same stereotypes become self-
relevant (Levy, 2009). The representation of older adults
as asexual may result in a limited engagement in (safe) sex
and limited recognition of the negative impact of sexually
transmitted diseases (Kenny, 2013). Moreover, given the
differential portrayal of sex and love by gender, it is likely
that men and women hold very different stereotypes, which
influence their self-perceptions in old age. For instance,
women are subject to more sexual stereotypes at a younger
age (Hinchliff & Gott, 2008), but their sexuality and at-
tractiveness are seen as diminished at a much younger age
compared to men (Clarke & Griffin, 2008).

In summary, past research has identified both
opportunities and limitations of social media as a form to
represent and engage older people in sex and love (Malta
& Roberts, 2017). The present review will elaborate on
these conceptualizations through a thorough scoping re-
view of the literature. The digital world has a role both as

a site of information about and a provider of opportunities
for sex and love. It also acts as a mirror reflecting societal
stereotypes regarding sex and love among older adults and
at the same time shapes older adults’ public perceptions
of sex and love in old age. In this study, we examined the
digital world in relation to sex and love among this co-
hort: a world in which older adults are consumers but also
targets of stereotypical depictions. Our scoping review thus
concerned two main research questions: (a) How do older
adults use digital media for reasons related to sex and love?
and (b) How are older adults represented in digital media?

Method

Obtaining the Data

This scoping review adhered to the Preferred Reporting
Items for scoping reviews (PRISMA-ScR), and a protocol
is available through Open Science Framework (https:/osf.
io/a7n38/). Using a combination of keywords and relevant
subject terms, the Health and Human Services Librarian
conducted a search of the PubMed, Web of Science,
PsycINFO, Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews,
and CINAHL databases. The search was conducted in
September 2021. The following keywords were used to
guide the search: (“Aged” OR geriatric* OR elder* OR
“Frail Elderly” OR “older adult*” OR aging OR aging OR
“Aging”) AND (“online dating” OR internet OR “social
network*” OR “online social networking” OR “dating”
OR “internet” OR bumble OR OK cupid OR match OR
tinder OR porn* OR MH “Pornography” OR digital OR
web OR video OR apps OR phone OR mobile) AND
(dating OR “dating” OR love OR “love” OR MH “affec-
tion” OR affection OR sexual* OR MH “intimacy” OR
intima* OR “sexual behavior” OR sexual). The search was
conducted by a librarian (EO) and translated across mul-
tiple databases. The full search strategy table is included
in Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/a7n38/). We did
not search gray literature databases, but gray literature did
appear in the database search results. The bibliographies of
all relevant studies were searched. A Google Scholar search
using the function “cited by” and “related articles” was
used with all articles included in the present review to trace
additional relevant articles.

Selection of Studies

All titles and available abstracts were reviewed for rele-
vance by two independent researchers (A. Gewirtz-Meydan
and L. Ayalon). Disagreements were resolved through con-
sensus decisions. The target sample for the review consisted
of older adults (55 years of age or older) who reported on
any variables related to their sexuality, love, and dating
behaviors, using digital media apps and the internet. Any
studies that discussed the representation of older adults’
sexuality in digital media were also included.
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Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Inclusion criteria included articles written in English, with
qualitative and/or quantitative research designs, and with
findings based on empirical data that focused on a sample
of individuals 55 years of age or older who reported on any
variables related to their sexuality and dating behaviors,
using digital media apps and the internet. In addition,
studies that discussed the representation of older adults’
sexuality in digital media were included. No publication
date restrictions were applied. Exclusion criteria included
studies that were not available for a full review, such as
conference proceedings, and different studies conducted
on the same sample (only the first published paper was
reviewed), studies that included participants younger than
55 (that could not be differentiated from people older than
55), and studies that examined sex and love in nondigital
media (e.g., magazines and newspapers).

Data Extraction

Data extraction was conducted between September and
November 2021, independently by the two reviewers.
Disagreements between reviewers were discussed until an
agreement was established. Extraction details are available
in Table 1 and include references, the country in which the
study was conducted, the aim of the study, method, sam-
pling, age range, the total number of participants, and the
distribution of men and women in the study. Findings are
described in the Results section.

Results

A total of 1,819 records were saved in Covidence soft-
ware (Covidence systematic review software n.d.). After
removing duplicates, the remaining 1,488 records un-
derwent title and abstract screening by the first and last
authors. Of those, 1,418 records did not meet the inclu-
sion criteria, leaving 70 records for full-text screening.
After the full-text review of articles was completed, we
searched the bibliographies for relevant citations. One ad-
ditional record was included for the final synthesis. The
PRISMA Flow Diagram (Figure 1) illustrates the number of
citations selected for inclusion and lists the reasons for ex-
clusion after full-text screening. The remaining 15 records
were included for synthesis. Studies varied in terms of the
country in which the data were collected. However, most
of the studies were conducted in Western countries. Most
of the studies (7 = 9) collected data from online websites
(e.g., dating sites for older adults). These studies may have
chosen the websites from which they downloaded the data,
but in many cases they used random sampling within the
chosen websites—a strategy that increased the reliability
of their results. In addition, most of the identified studies
(n = 10) used a qualitative method to analyze the data. In
most studies, there was an equal distribution between men
and women.

The Use of Digital Media for Sex and Love in
Later Life

Most of the papers (1 = 11) identified in the current review
were related to online dating in later life. In this area of re-
search, studies tend to focus on what older adults are seeking
in their potential romantic relationships and how their
preferences differ from the romantic preferences of young
adults. Alterovitz and Mendelsohn (2011) found signifi-
cant differences between young-old (aged 60-74) and old-
old participants (above 75), with young—old participants
being more likely to mention adventure, romance, sexual
interests, and seeking a soul mate, and less likely to men-
tion health. Davis and Fingerman (2016) found that older
adults were more positive in their profiles and focused more
on connectedness and relationships with others than did
younger adults. In another study that compared internet
dating profiles for 100 older adults and 100 younger adults
(MclIntosh et al., 2011), older adults (and especially older
women) were more selective than younger adults when it
came to age, race, religion, income, and height of a prospec-
tive dating partner. However, older adults were willing to
travel substantially farther than younger adults to meet the
right partner than were younger adults.

Overall, the studies indicated that older men and
women were interested in a companion and in someone
fun-loving and kind/compassionate (Watson & Stelle,
2021). Additionally, women sought a partner who was
honest and would engage in leisure activities with them,
whereas men sought women who were physically attrac-
tive and would provide emotional support. These findings
are in line with the findings of Menkin et al. (2015), which
revealed that older adults valued interpersonal communi-
cation more than sex appeal. Older users rated sexual at-
traction as slightly less important than did younger users,
but they still highly valued sexual attraction (Menkin et al.,
2015). Women placed an even greater emphasis on commu-
nication over sexual attraction than did men.

Men’s greater emphasis (than women’s) on physical
attractiveness and provision of status-related informa-
tion holds true across the life span and does not seem to
significantly change with age (Alterovitz & Mendelsohn,
2011, 2013; Menkin et al., 2015). With men desiring
women increasingly younger than themselves, and women
desiring older men. That said, at around the age of 75 and
older, older women sought men younger than themselves
(Alterovitz & Mendelsohn, 2013).

One study examined the use of online dating in same-
sex older adults (Griffin & Fingerman, 2018). According
to this study, adults seeking same-sex relationships
emphasized romance more than did older adults seeking
heterosexual relationships. Furthermore, adults seeking
same-sex relationships who lived in environments with low
structural support for LGBTQ people were most likely to
emphasize a desire for shared experiences.

The use of the internet for online dating among older
adults was very meaningful for older adults’ self-image
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram illustrating the search, screening, and
selection process.

(Erjavec & Zilic Fiser, 2016), and they tended to present
themselves as having aged successfully (Wada et al., 2016).
By using online dating sites, older adults seemed to be
declaring: “We are alive again because we are back in the
relationship market” (Erjavec & Zilic Fiser, 2016). The de-
cision to seek a partner through online sites among older
adults meant that they were once again active in a socially
important space, which stimulated a sense of revitalization.

For the most part, relationships that formed online were
described as meaningful, intimate, and long-lasting (Malta,
2007). The majority of the participants in this study were
involved in ongoing sexual activity with their partners and,
for some, cyber-sex was or had been an integral part of
their relationships. Additionally, a portion of participants
enjoyed flirting online with others, and some were also in-
volved in extra-dyadic relationships, indicating that sex
and intimacy outside of primary, committed relationships
was just as compelling activity for these older adults as for
younger internet users (Malta, 2007).

Only two studies discussed using the internet for
obtaining information on sexuality in later life. In a study
conducted among 2,137 Australian adults aged 60 and
older (Lyons et al., 2018), older adults drew upon a range
of different information sources on sexually transmitted
infection in later life, with digital media sources listed as
the most common source. In another small study, seven
older adults were interviewed. Video and/or visual re-
sources (accompanied by professional interactions) were
viewed as being the most appropriate technology capable
of promoting an understanding of sex-related issues,

according to older adults. In this study, the researchers
recommended not to use explicit images of sexual acts,
which could generate rejection of the technology (Aratjo
et al., 2017).

Finally, LGBTQ older adults use the internet for hu-
morous self-presentations. Self-mocking comments, al-
though sometimes subverting norms of age-appropriate
behavior, contribute to allocating ambiguous problem-
atic status to old age and appear as a form of age-salient
maneuvering (Jonson & Siverskog, 2012).

Representations of Sex and Love Among Older
Adults in Digital Media

Only two studies specifically addressed the representations
of sex and love among older adults in digital media. In
a study that examined 39 online dating sites for older
adults (Ayalon & Gewirtz-Meydan, 2017), this cohort
was portrayed in positive-neutral terms as well as in neg-
ative age-related terms. In addition, the main purpose
of each site was broadly described as promoting long-
term relationships or even marriage rather than com-
panionship or flirting. In another study that analyzed 96
antiaging websites (Calasanti & King, 2007), manhood
was described on the basis of hormones, opposing wom-
anhood, forestalling aging, and competing and performing
in sexual and employment realms. Rather than challenging
ageism, this construction reinforces both age and gender
inequalities. It defines men as dominant and defines women
in terms of men’s desires. It defines prosperity in old age
in terms of youthful experiences and defines aging itself as
a sickness that results from a loss of masculinity (testos-
terone), the cure for which can only be achieved by the
aggressive consumption of antiaging products (Calasanti &
King, 2007)

Discussion

The Use of Digital Media for Sex and Love in
Later Life

Most of the studies identified in this review (7 = 11) discussed
online dating in later life, rather than the representations
of sex and love among older adults on digital media
(n = 4). This finding aligns with the increasing popularity
of online dating sites among older adults (Pew Research
Center, 2020). Some of the studies concluded that older
adults are mainly seeking companionship (Menkin et al.,
2015; Watson & Stelle, 2021). Only one study suggested
that older adults also enjoy flirting online with others,
and that some are involved in extra-dyadic relationships
(Malta, 2007). However, it is important to engage in critical
thinking and view these findings with some skepticism: are
older adults truly only seeking friendship/companionship,
or is friendship/companionship simply what they say they
are seeking, given prevailing stereotypes of older adults as

220z 1snBny €7 uo Jasn 8oualng [edn)nouby qi [enua) Aq 9921 £99/£602eubauctab/ee0 ] 01 /1op/ajonie-aoueApe/1siBojoiuoiab/wod dno-olwapeoe)/:sdny wodj papeojumoq



10

The Gerontologist, 2022, Vol. XX, No. XX

asexual? Also, although research on using online dating
websites is abundant, to the best of our knowledge, no re-
search was conducted on the use of online dating apps (e.g.,
Tinder) among older adults.

The intersection between age and gender is salient re-
garding online dating. Online dating in later life follows
the overall trend of gender differences in participation; men
are significantly more likely than women to participate in
online dating. Moreover, the reasons for seeking online
dating are different: Whereas older women report seeking
a partner for leisure activities and emotional support, men
report desiring women increasingly younger than them-
selves, to whom they are physically attracted (Alterovitz
& Mendelsohn, 2011, 2013; Menkin et al., 2015). The
intersection with other forms of marginalization, such as
ethnic minority status and/or visible disabilities was not
acknowledged in the reviewed studies, suggesting limited
representations of intersectionality in research on older
adult’s use of digital media for love and sex purposes.

The findings from this review also indicate that older
adults may be using the internet to seek information about
sex. The internet has become a popular venue for searching
for medical advice and care among older adults (Baker
et al., 2003; Diaz et al., 2002). We also know that older
adults turn to the internet to obtain information about
sexual issues, possibly because this outlet allows for some
anonymity (Adams et al., 2003). A population-based survey
of older adults showed that 15% of men and women who
experience sexual difficulties would likely use either dig-
ital or nondigital media to seek help for their problem
(Laumann et al., 2009). Hinchliff and Gott (2011) pointed
to the advantages of using the internet for seeking informa-
tion on sex in later life: the internet allows access to a sub-
stantial body of literature on sexual health and sexuality
aimed directly at older adults, and also facilitates greater
access to sex aids in a way that overcomes the barriers of
geographic location and physical ability. The internet also
ostensibly provides anonymity, a feature that can be ex-
tremely important in older age when individuals experience
sexual ageism. As the use of the internet increases among
older adults, it is likely that the internet will be a platform
for education and a space in which specific resources for
older adults should be made available. However, it is essen-
tial that more research be conducted in this area, especially
given how selective (or not selective) older adults are about
which sites they use and how aware (or not aware) they are
of the risks and pitfalls of seeking information, including
dating partner/s online. It is also important to assess the
criteria that older adults use when judging the quality of
the information provided, especially because the criteria
that older adults use have been shown to be a problem in
past research (Loos & Nijenhuis, 2020).

It seems that research on using digital media for love
and sex among older adults focuses on nonarousal activities
(Scandurra et al., 2022), such as seeking a romantic partner
on online dating websites and seeking information about

sex online. Solitary arousal activities (e.g., watching por-
nography) and partnered arousal activities (e.g., engaging
in webcam sex or sexual chat, activities which require the
virtual interactive participation of at least two people) are
significantly under-studied. Using the internet for solitary
arousal activities is still one of the most common sex and/or
love-related activities in which older men and women en-
gage (Scandurra et al., 2022; Sev&ikova et al., 2021; Trazen
et al., 2018). Partnered online sexual activities are even less
studied among older adults. Thus, future research is needed
to determine how widespread these practices are among
older adults. It is possible that older adults under-report
their use of digital media for sexual self-enhancement, be-
cause of the threat of stigma once they acknowledge that
not only are they sexual but that they engage in (histori-
cally) unconventional means of expressing their sexuality
(Adams et al., 2003). Alternatively, it is possible that older
adults are simply not asked about these topics.

Interestingly, Scandurra et al. (2022) suggest that en-
gaging in solitary sexual activities online (in comparison to
partnered online sexual activities) is more common among
nonheterosexual older adults. This finding may reflect
the intersection between ageism and heterosexism, which
places older LGBTQ individuals in a more vulnerable and
lonely place, and forces them to return to the “closet” in
later life (Hafford-Letchfield, 2008). In this way, expressing
their sexuality on an anonymous platform such as digital
media can be valuable for their sexual health but may also
reinforce stigmas attributed to LGBTQ older adults.

Finally, we did not identify any studies that examined
the use of the internet among older adults for the purpose
of buying online sex products (e.g., sex toys, vibrators,
books, videos, and erotic clothing but also medications
and natural supplements that are touted as being capable
of heightening a person’s libido and increasing erectile
strength and vaginal lubrication). Moving forward, this
is an important area of study because these products are
offered to everyone but are often advertised and tailored
specifically for older populations (Adams et al., 2003). In
addition, the available, anonymous, and immediate nature
of such purchases may free older adults from the stigma
that they might endure regarding later-life sexuality and
from the fear of purchasing from local vendors (Adams
et al., 2003).

It seems clear that sexual expression on the internet has
facilitative potential for older adults by providing a won-
derful platform for all things related to love and sex, pos-
sibly free of discrimination and stigma. However, although
there is growing research on the use of online dating sites
among older adults, there are too many unknowns to pro-
vide a complete summary of how often older adults use
the internet for reasons related to sex and love, and espe-
cially on how older adults use digital media for sexual self-
enhancement (solitary or partnered), to buy sex products
or visit online sex shops, and to seek information or advice
about sex.
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Representations of Sex and Love Among Older
Adults on Digital Media

The representation of sex and love among older adults was
examined in only two studies: One focused on dating sites,
and the other focused on antiaging websites. Both studies
highlighted the portrayal of successful aging among older
adults. This finding coincides with the Loos & Ivan (2018)
analysis, which concluded that the successful aging model
has become particularly prominent in the representation of
older adults. Although this model is optimistic and presents
older adults in a positive light, it fails to acknowledge di-
versity in old age. Hence, it further stigmatizes those older
adults who fail to meet the successful aging stereotype
(Ayalon, 2021). It would be important to have a more di-
verse and balanced representation of old age and aging.

Diverse and inclusive representations of older people in
social media are essential to break the stigma and the taboos
associated with the love and sexuality of older people. Such
representations can provide older people and people of
other age groups with educational information about the
role of sex and love in the life of older people and pos-
sibly open the door for older people to new opportunities
and experiences associated with sex and love (Malta &
Roberts, 2017). While changes in the representations of
older people have been taking place (Chivers, 2011), in the
areas of sex and love, social media is lagging behind. The
limited research identified suggests the exclusion from the
inquiry of possibly important influential channels in the
lives of older people.

Limitations

As with any scoping review, it is possible that we missed
relevant studies despite our thorough methodology. The
focus on articles written in English further limits our ability
to understand sex and love in the digital world from a
cross-cultural perspective. Our findings show that most
studies originated in the developed world, thus possibly
reflecting a biased perspective. Finally, the division be-
tween use and representation is somewhat blurred as some
studies examined online use via self-representations. Thus,
although these studies were included under the former cat-
egory, they also reflect to some degree (self)-representation.
Future research on sex and love among older adults in the
digital world should include data collection in developing
countries, should use quantitative measures (e.g., surveys)
to a greater extent, and should approach older adults them-
selves (rather than extracting data from online websites).

Conclusion and Implications

To conclude, the present scoping review highlights major
research gaps in the field. First and foremost, the research
has mainly examined older adults who take part in the on-
line dating scene with a focus on love, largely ignoring older

adults’ sexuality. It is unclear whether this focus on online
dating rather than on online sexuality reflects the true
preferences of older adults or whether, in fact, it reflects the
a-sexualization of old age by research(ers). Further research
should explore this issue. In addition, the medicalization of
sexuality in old age has also received only limited atten-
tion, mainly in relation to online antiaging advertisements,
but no attention has been given to older adults’ use of
these websites for medical information or products.
Although some studies have highlighted the experiences
of groups holding multiple disadvantaged statuses (i.e.,
intersectionality), this subject requires more attention in
further research (Cho et al., 2013). When examining mul-
tiple marginalizations based on age, it is argued that dis-
crimination is never solely based on age alone, but rather,
on a multiplicity of characteristics, such as gender, appear-
ance, financial status, and socioeconomic status (Krekula
et al., 2018). Thus, examining the use of digital media for
sex and love in later life should not only be limited to the
obvious intersection of age and sex or gender, but also to
other characteristics such as digital savviness, race/eth-
nicity, disability, cohort, and marital status. These factors
and others are likely to be associated with older adults’ use
of digital media for reasons related to love and sex, and
also with the presentation of older adults. The impact of
these representations should also be examined, especially
given past research which has highlighted the negative im-
pact of internalized age stereotypes on older adults (Levy,
2009).
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