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This paper arises from and is an extension of three research 
projects:
• a co-authored chapter with Mary Holmes in Ageing and Sexualities 

(eds Rosie Harding and Elizabeth Peel, 2016)
• a co-authored chapter with Mary Holmes, Katherine Harrison and 

Caroline Wamala in Mediated Intimacies: Connectivities, 
relationalities and proximities (eds Rikke Andreassen et al., 2017) 

• ongoing work with Mary Holmes on a book titled Internet Dating 
(forthcoming 2018)

However, overall the paper arises out of an interest in 
innovations in intimacy in modern life which advance social 
justice and gender equity, with a focus on internet dating.



Plan

 Rationale: why sexuality when considering older 
people: new research directions

 Focus: sexual intimacy, ID and older people: gap in 
existing research

 Directions arising from this Approach

 Conclusion: where to from here?



Rationale: why sexuality?

 Sexual health and well being are linked

As Barrett notes 
There is a significant body of evidence linking sexual health to 
emotional well being of older people. Despite this, few health 
or human service organisations have programs to promote the 
sexual health of older clients. (Barrett 2011: 31, emph added)

‘I can hardly walk, but there is nothing like a romp in bed to 
make me feel alive’ (woman participant, Cooper 2008).



Rationale: why sexuality?

 Yet institutional and medical care typically fails to attend to 
embodied intimacies, to sexuality, in relation to older people.

Moreover care theorists conceive care in a distinctly 
desexualised way

. 
 new research approaches and terminologies  are required. 



Central Focus

Sexual intimacy among Older people: Internet Dating 

 Internet Dating (ID) is relatively new, yet increasingly popular 
means to undertake intimate/sexual relations

 Older people are increasingly undertaking ID 

 This is of growing significance given the ‘greying’ of the 
population worldwide

 Contemporary technologies of intimacy are thus assuming a new 
social importance—locally, nationally and beyond



Central Focus

Despite the growing significance of ID amongst older people,
literature on the topic is limited, as a result of certain (eg ageist) 

assumptions and narrow approaches to ID:

 older people are not sexual, or that this sexuality is 
deviant, & are technophobic  

 research on ID is focussed on young
 predominately USA based and negatively oriented 

towards health risks 
 limited investigation of social meaning and qualitative 

data (largely technicist and individualised)

Hence this research is not attentive to new forms of 
intimacy/connection/care and changes in power relations (ie it is 
not attentive to social change)



ID may not give inevitably rise to heterodox innovations
‘You might think online dating would create some much-needed “fairness” 
between the sexes. In the realm of hetero courtship, tradition still reigns 
supreme...
...every day, when I log into the dating site of my choice, I play the passive 
role, the receiver of attention, the awaiter of messages...’ (Moss 2013)

But there may be signs of heterodoxy when OP make use of ID
 Age and gendered/sexual practice: while OP are often disregarded re 

social change,  they may challenge normative relations as they 
experience ageism and bodily changes

 Age and new technologies: there may be greater space for non-
normative innovations, such as ‘mundane polyamory’,  inter-generational 
sex, beat style ‘stranger sex’, challenges to normative conceptions of 
gendered sexual frames, challenges to parochial homologous subject 
positions and experiences of desire/intimacy.



Sexuality is frequently unrecognised and under-theorised

Sexuality is even more likely to be erased when considering older 
people

I intend today to raise the possibility of older people actively 
challenging and contributing to changing social norms, as offering a 
social vanguard of change.
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