
Does sex Affect cArDiovAsculAr risk for  
olDer Men AnD olDer WoMen?

reseArcH ProBleM & DAtA
Sexuality is important to the quality of life throughout adulthood, with social, emotional, and physical 
health benefits. Despite evidence pointing to a strong linkage between social relationships and health, 
partnered sexuality, as a fundamental type of social relationship, has been largely ignored. Our under-
standing of this unique relationship and its consequences for health is even less advanced for older 
adults. We examine how characteristics of partnered sexuality, particularly sexual activity and sexual 
quality, shape cardiovascular risk over time for older men and women.

Using the first two waves of nationally representative longitudinal data from the National Social Life, 
Health and Aging Project (N = 2,204), we analyzed the links of older men’s and women’s sexual activi-
ties and sexual quality within their partnered relationship with later cardiovascular risk. Cardiovascular 
risk is measured as hypertension, rapid heart rate, elevated C-reactive protein (CRP), and general cardio-
vascular events—heart attack, heart failure, and stroke. Partnered sexuality is measured as being sexually 
active and sexual frequency during the past year. Both physical and emotional dimensions of sexual 
quality are also examined. Cross-lagged models are applied to account for potential reverse causality.

key finDings
 • Men who had sex once a week or more were more likely to have experienced cardiovascular disease 

(CVD) events five years later than men who were sexually inactive in the past year, although infre-
quent sex was related to lower risk in some measures (e.g., CRP).

 • Women who found sex with their partner extremely pleasurable and/or extremely satisfying had 
lower risk of hypertension five years later than women who did not feel so.

 • Men who found sex with their partner extremely pleasurable and/or extremely satisfying had higher 
risk of CVD events five years later than men who did not feel so.
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Policy 
iMPlicAtions
Although some studies suggest 
that women’s health is especially 
vulnerable to poor relationships, 
our results reveal an optimistic 
finding: Women’s cardiovascular 
health can benefit from a reward-
ing sexual relationship. Given 
that CVD continues to be the 
leading cause of death, policies 
that promote relationship quality 
should be implemented to help 
reduce CVDs and promote lon-
gevity, especially for older 
women. Among older men, mod-
erate sexual frequency may 
promote health, but having sex 
too frequently or too enjoyably 
may be a risk factor for CVD. 
These findings challenge the 
assumption that sex brings uni-
form health benefits and suggest 
important clinical implications: 
Physicians should talk to older 
male patients about potential 
risks of high levels of sexual 
activity and perhaps screen those 
who frequently have sex for 
CVDs.
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Figure 1. Estimated Odds Ratios of Cardiovascular Disease (CVD) 
Events at Wave 2 by Sexual Frequency at Wave 1 for Older Men: 
National Social Life, Health, and Aging Project, 2005-2006 and 2010-
2011 (N = 1,046).

Figure 2. Estimated Relative Risk Ratios of Hypertension at 
Wave 2 by Sexual Quality at Wave 1 for Older Women: National 
Social Life, Health, and Aging Project, 2005-2006 and 2010-2011  
(N = 1,158). 


