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ABSTRACT

A growing body of literature is challenging understanding of sexuality in later life.
The dominance of a biomedical perspective on sexual (dys)functioning has led to
significant knowledge gaps and contributed to the construction of the oppressive
binary of ‘asexuality’ versus ‘the sexy oldie’. This has silenced the voice of older
people, particularly older women, and in turn limited development of learning on
sexualities in later life.

Using a feminist gerontological perspective, this thesis aimed to explore older
women’s experiences of sexuality within the context of ageing, focusing on
changes in relation to sexuality, and their impact on sense of self. Subsequently,
participants’ accounts of sexuality were used as a lens through which the
age/gender intersection was examined.

The two-phase research design was qualitative, inductive and participative. In
Phase 1, 6 older women and 8 researchers were interviewed about methodological
issues in researching ageing and sexuality, which informed the focus and methods
of the second phase. In Phase 2, 16 older women discussed their experiences of
sexuality in in-depth interviews, which were thematically analysed.

The resulting over-arching themes, ‘expressing’ and ‘revisiting’ sexuality,
encompassed changes relating to practices, relationships, societal attitudes and
sense of self. Older women’s narrations challenged the notion of a fixed sexual
identity and the asexual/’sexy oldie’ discourse. Their experiences were far-ranging
and nuanced, while shared characteristics of fluidity, heterogeneity and diversity
were prevalent. These characteristics played an important role in countering the
structural invisibility and regulation of older women’s sexuality, by enabling
participants to ‘do gender’ differently and to assert a sense of continuity regarding
their sexuality. Consequently this thesis contributes to knowledge development in
three areas: (1) understanding of sexuality in later life; (2) feminist perspectives on
women’s sexuality in later life, with emphasis on an intersectional approach; and
(3) methodology around researching ageing and sexuality.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introducing the study

This study is based on an exploration of older women’s experiences of sexuality
within the context of their own ageing. The research differs from the majority of
earlier work in the area of ageing and sexuality in two ways: first, the focus has
been to identify changes in sexuality experienced by older women, and how these
changes have impacted on their sense of self; second, the research adopted a
participatory approach in that older women and researchers within the field of
ageing and sexuality informed the focus, methodology and findings. This
introductory chapter includes: a description of the structural/cultural context within
which ageing and sexuality are situated; a brief summary of the extant literature in
the area; an identification of the gaps in, and rationale of, the area of research
focus; and a brief outline of the analytical and methodological aspects of the
research study. It concludes with an outline of the thesis together with notes about
terminology.

1.2 Ageing and sexuality: the context

Sexuality has been predominantly viewed as the prerogative of the young
(Calasanti and Slevin 2001) and has therefore been conceived as incompatible
with older age (Gott 2005; Goodfellow 2004). Historically, ageing well in the 19%
century involved sexual abstinence, which was maintained by fear from the threat
of damnation, and by reward from its association with wisdom and power (Gilleard
and Higgs 2013). The perpetuation of this ‘asexual! old age’ myth has been
recognised as a “socially harmful stereotype” for many years (Rubin 1968, p86),
and continues to be a dominant, although not hegemonic, sexual script for older
people (Montemurro and Siefken 2014). There is no empirical support for older
people being or becoming asexual (Gott 2003) and therefore it has, and continues,
to be maintained by socio-cultural and political aspects of Western society. For
example, in Britain over the last 25 years there have been three large-scale
research studies undertaken as part of the National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and
Behaviours. The upper age limit for the first two were 44 and 59 years of age
(Johnson et al 2001; Wellings et al 1994), with the age limit rising up to the age of

1 The term ‘asexual’ is used throughout this thesis in reference to an unsubstantiated, usually
derogatory, assumption made about a person’s sexuality, with the intention of being dismissive. It is
recognised that the term ‘asexual’ can also be used to refer positively to a unique sexual
orientation, usually self-identified (Brotto and Yule 2017; Van Houdenhove, Enzlin and Gijs 2017),
and it will be highlighted if used in this way within this thesis.
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(only) 74 years, for inclusion in the last survey (Mercer et al 2013; Mitchell et al
2013). Sexuality and sexual activity in later life has often been the subject of
cultural humour, ridicule and disgust (Butler and Lewis 1986), with older sexual
men being referred to as “dirty old men” (Walz 2002, p99). Older women’s
sexuality however, has tended to be constructed as “out of place” and “impure” due
to their loss of ability to reproduce and their perceived unattractiveness (Bildtgard
2000, p181), or it is ignored (Calasanti and Slevin 2001). Commenting on the
menopause, de Beauvoir (1977, p104) stated that, “it is the fate of woman to be the
object of eroticism in the eyes of man, once she has become old and ugly she
forfeits her assigned place in society; she is a monster that arouses aversion and
even fear".

There has been over the last couple of decades a challenge to the asexual image
of older people fuelled by: Viagra and the biomedicalisation of sex and ageing; the
positive (sexualised) ageing images and discourses driven by baby boomers and
ageing celebrities; sexual activity being regarded as the key to ‘successful’ and
healthy ageing; and sexuality research focusing on or including older people
(Hinchliff and Gott 2016; Gilleard and Higgs 2013; Flycht and Kingsberg 2011;
Marshall 2010; DeLamater and Moorman 2007; Gott 2005; Potts et al 2003).
These changes have given rise to the emergence of the “sexy oldie” (Gott 2005,
p8), “sexy seniors™ (Marshall 2010, p211) and “sexuality as lifelong™” (Sandberg
2013a, p264). The emergence of this countervailing discourse is directly linked to
‘successful’ ageing, which in turn is driven by notions of ‘youthfulness’, which
subsequently implies that remaining sexually active is a means of defying older
age (Katz and Marshall 2003). On first examination Viagra could be viewed as a
positive example of defying old age in relation to sexuality. On closer inspection
however Viagra, which is marketed as a fix for (male) sexual dysfunctions (Potts
and Tiefer 2006), has served to reinforce a narrow definition of ‘normal’ sexuality
by enforcing and perpetuating a masculine ideal within a heterosexual context (Loe
2004). Its use is based on an assumption that sexuality through the life course
should ideally remain unchanged and youthfully defined. In the fields of
gerontology and sexology the link between sexual function and successful ageing
is seen as integral to responsible and successful self-management (Katz and
Marshall 2004).

The ‘sexy oldie’ discourse can be argued to be an equally negative stereotype for
both older people who ‘unsuccessfully’ age and older women. The two discourses,
asexual and ‘sexy oldie’, could be viewed as a dichotomy, but they are in fact
interrelated in that older people who cannot adhere to a youthfully defined and
problem free sexual image of the ‘sexy oldie’, forfeit the right to a sexuality by

12



being perceived or rendered asexual. For example, “definitions of older people as
asexual are heightened” for those whose sexuality intersects with chronic illness,
disability, mental frailty and “general loss of physical attributes” (Langer 2009,
p754). In turn their (hetero)sexuality is delegitimised and they struggle to be
perceived as sexual citizens (see also Haeslar et al 2016; Rowntree and Zufferey
2015; Ward et al 2006). Older women’s experiences of sexuality in particular may
fail to fit the framework of the ‘sexy oldie’, driven as it is by the emphasis on a
‘functioning’ penis and the ability of the man to perform (hetero)sexually (Loe
2004). For older women, the ‘sexy oldie’ is a difficult stereotype to live up to as,
within Western society, the ageing female body is still regarded as repulsive (Hurd
Clarke 2011; Slevin 2006), and yet attaining ‘sexiness’ is being demanded. It can
also be suggested that older women are in danger of being marginalised with the
emergence of the ‘younger’ “sexy midlife woman [who] is sexually agentic, desiring
and desirable...[and] is not constrained to sex only within committed relationships”
(Hinchliff and Gott 2016, p23). For older lesbian, bisexual and heterosexual women
the ‘sexy oldie’ discourse is problematic as it compounds their invisibility in relation
to their sexual experiences. The emergence of the ‘sexy oldie’ stereotype does not
increase choices for older people’s expression of sexuality but instead, places
responsibility on them to conform to its parameters. There is therefore a continuing
difficulty of theorising sexualities in older age, which is credible and meaningful to a
diverse population of older people (Goodfellow 2004).

1.3 Ageing and sexuality: brief overview of the research in the field

The aforementioned socio-cultural developments have also been paralleled with an
increasing amount of empirical research within the field of ageing and sexuality. An
overview of the latter shows that it is dominated by a long and continuing tradition
of using large quantitative studies (see also Lauman et al 2006; Masters and
Johnson 1970; Kinsey et al 1948), which have tended, up until recently,? to use a
narrow definition of sexuality focusing on sexual behaviours, activities, techniques
and dysfunctions (Gott 2005). In relation to ‘operationalising’ sexuality, there has
been a tendency to adopt a biomedical and heteronormative standpoint. The other
salient aspect of this body of research has been the limited or ‘distant’ contact
between the participants and the researchers owing to a heavy reliance on surveys
and guestionnaires as data collection methods. Despite these limitations it must be
recognised that their findings do continue to support and build on the concept of a

Z Some recent quantitative research has broadened the focus of its research into ageing and
sexuality by also including sexual relationships and sexual attitudes (see also Lee et al 2016, Waite
et al 2009).
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sexually active later life (Gott 2005), which is invariably linked to successful and
healthy ageing. Within quantitative research, and running parallel to this discourse
of a ‘sexually active older age’, are studies that have concentrated on sexual
issues that are viewed as a problem and are, in many instances, purported to arise
with ageing (see also Bretshneider and McCoy 1988). The sexual problems are
considered in two ways: first, as medicalised ‘dysfunctions’, which can be ‘cured’
(see also Montosiri et al 2002; Gupta 1990); and second, as ‘problematic’ when
older people express their sexuality within the context of dementia (see also
Archibald 2002), disability or residential care (see also Shuttleworth et al 2010;
Sherman 1999). The literature within the area of ‘dysfunctional’ or ‘problematic’
sexuality is prolific particularly in the health and social care field (Bywater and
Jones R. 2007) and continues to dominate the ageing and sexuality research
agenda (Delamater 2012; Malta 2008). It is argued that the sexuality of “typical,
healthy older persons is a relatively neglected topic of research” (DeLamater 2012,
p125).

The historical and continuing emphasis on sexual (dys)functions, both biological
and social, constructing a homogenous and exclusive view of sexuality in later life
has been challenged by a growing number of qualitative studies (see also Fileborn
et al 2015a; Sandberg 2011; Vares 2009; Hinchliff and Gott 2008; Gott and
Hinchcliff 2003b; Loe 2004; Jones,® R.L. 2002; van der Geest 2001). The body of
literature within which these studies are situated has captured the diversity of older
people’s sexuality, whilst also recognising socio-cultural, political and historic
influences. The successful challenge to biologically deterministic notions of
sexuality has contributed significantly to the initial development of a nuanced
knowledge base in relation to ageing and sexuality. This research study begins
here, and positions itself within this particular body of qualitative literature.

1.4 Ageing and sexuality: positioning and rationale of study

The identifiable gaps/areas for development within the extant literature on ageing
and sexuality on which this thesis builds, and to which it contributes, include
population group, topic, and research method. With regards to population group,
there is a discernable gap in the representation of women over the age of 70, with
studies predominantly focusing either on older men, driven by the Viagra
phenomenon (Loe 2004), or women in midlife (see also Montemurro and Siefken
2014; Rowntree 2014; Sandberg 2013b; Winterich 2007). Additionally, the cultural

3 When referring to an author who has the last name of ‘Jones’ the initials of their first names will
also be included to alleviate confusion over who is being cited.

14



extension of midlife into later phases of ageing (Biggs 1997) has served to give the
illusion that ‘old age’ is being researched in relation to sexuality, but in reality, older
women in their 70s and above, have been further marginalised and excluded by
‘younger’ older women. This point is discussed further in Chapter 4. The voices of
older women in relation to ageing and sexuality discourses are not heard
sufficiently (Minichiello et al 2004; Calasanti and Slevin 2001). It was therefore
important for this study to recruit older women participants who were aged 70 and
over. Although the majority of the recent qualitative research has used a wide
definition of sexuality to include practices, desires, relationships,
orientation/identity, and beliefs (Weeks 2003), there has been a tendency for
studies to focus on one aspect of sexuality. A small number of studies have
considered sexuality as a whole (see also Hurd Clarke 2006; Loe 2004), but there
has not been a strong focus on examining how, and if, older people’s sexuality
changes in older age (Calasanti and Slevin 2001). As such, this study’s focus
provides additional insights about how older women cope with any changes, and
what impact these changes may have on their lives and selves. Turning to the
research method, it was important that the study was qualitative and inductive so
that the experiences, meanings and processes of changes within sexuality could
be explored and led by the data. A significant aspect of this study was its
participative approach and, at the time of the study, there was very little research
(see also Fenge 2010; Fenge et al 2009; Gay and Grey 2006) demonstrating how
older women/men themselves would research sexuality.* The main rationale for
including older women'’s input into the methodology was as a response to their
invisibility generally vis-a-vis the ageing and sexuality research agenda. Their
‘increased’ presence within the research was an attempt to challenge, albeit in a
small way, the oppressive structural/cultural context that has driven and controlled
the focus of research within this area for many decades (DeLamater 2012).

The gaps in knowledge in relation to older women’s sexuality and changes they
may be experiencing within the context of their own ageing, have been
demonstrated. So why is this focus important to research? First, on a policy level,
the silence and invisibility around ageing and women’s sexuality undermines
issues of sexual health, well-being and safety (Connelly et al 2012; Githens and

4 There has been a recent feasibility study, which consulted care home residents, spouses and care
home staff on what the key issues were in researching sexuality and intimacy and how such a study
should be designed and conducted (Simpson et al 2017).
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Abramsohn 2010).° This denies older women the opportunity to acquire information
that is based on experiences as opposed to the dominant discourses (Burgess
2004). Second, older women themselves are also requesting more knowledge, in
light of changes to sexuality over the life course. For example, the readership of
Gransnet® has restated the need for more nuanced information that deals with the
losses and gains that come with sexual transitions (Bedell 2012). There was also a
strong message coming from the older women who took part in the first phase for
this research that ageing and sexuality research should be undertaken, which one
participant summarised by stating,

| do think that the research should be done and published and talked about.
| do feel that the images of older women and sexuality are incredibly
important.... older women and their sexuality should be open much more to
expression. (OW6P1)

Third, within the context of an ageing population, new discourses and theories are
needed in relation to ageing and sexuality, as it has been recognised for some time
that, “sustaining pleasure into older age is a key sexual developmental task in later
life” (Levine 1991, p259). There has been support for the view that the ageing
process involves change, adaptation, growth and development, but because of a
lack of attention to old age, theories are less than fully formed (Coleman and
O’Hanlon 2004). Recent research (Sandberg 2013a, 2011) exploring older men’s
sexuality, has highlighted a move away from ‘penile functioning’ towards a wider
and more fluid sense of sexuality that challenges the dominant discourses. It is
therefore important that older women’s sexuality is also recognised as influential in
creating new pathways of understanding for older people’s sexuality.

1.5 The research study

As already stated, the intention at the outset of this research was to undertake an
exploration of older women’s sexuality within the context of their own ageing. An

5 The gap in knowledge has also been recognised to exist in relation to information for health care
professionals by the IntimAge Project (http://www.intimage.eu). This project, funded by the
Erasmus+ programme, is a partnership of European medical, social and education research
organisations and institutions that specialise in ageing and sexuality. One of its developments has
been an e-learning platform of awareness raising materials for health care professionals focusing
on sexual health education and individual sexual needs of older people.

6 Gransnet is the largest social networking site for grandparents in the UK.
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integral aspect of this research study was its use of a participatory approach, and
this is reflected in the way that the study was structured into two empirical phases.
The aims of Phase 1 were to identify the methodological issues in researching
ageing and sexuality. The findings of this first phase contributed significantly to the
second phase by informing and shaping its research methods, as well as
identifying the focused area of research within the aforementioned broad aim. The
aims of the principal part of the study, those of Phase 2 were:

e To explore older women’s experiences of sexuality within the context of their
own ageing with particular focus on:
o What were/are the changes?
o How have the changes been dealt with?
o What impact have these changes had on their view of themselves?

During the course of the research, and specifically undertaking the data analysis
work, the possibility of using the older women'’s stories of their sexuality as a lens
through which to explore the intersection between age and gender became
apparent. This developed into an additional aim of the research study, which is
addressed fully in Chapter 9. The participants recruited for Phase 1 included six
older women and eight researchers within the field of ageing and sexuality. For
Phase 2 sixteen older women were recruited. In both phases of the research, the
data collection and analysis methods used were individual interviews and thematic
analysis respectively. The research process is described in detail in Chapter 5. The
theoretical framework for the discussion of the themes were primarily based on the
work of two gerontologists, that of Krekula (2016, 2009, 2007) and Sandberg
(2013a, 2013b, 2011). The combination of their work offered this study an
intersectional approach to age and gender, together with an affirmative approach
to ageing. The perspective used throughout the thesis was an informed eclectic
combination of feminism and social constructionism placed within a critical
gerontological framework, which is discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.

1.6 Outline of thesis

This chapter has provided a context for ageing and sexuality and a brief overview
of the existing literature, and has identified the gaps/areas for development within
the field. The theoretical framework of the research study has been introduced,
together with an indication of what the study sets out to achieve and how it
contributes to existing knowledge. The latter is discussed more fully in Chapter 10.

The remaining chapters of the thesis are organised as follows:
e Chapter 2 positions both the researcher and the study by initially detailing the
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personal interest, motivation and standpoint of the researcher vis-a-vis the field
of study and then discusses the three main characteristics of the research
methodology, namely qualitative, inductive and participatory.

e Chapter 3 and 4 contextualise the study within the relevant literature:

o Chapter 3 is a conceptual/theoretical review focusing on the definitions,
terminology and theoretical approaches of the three key concepts within
this research, that of, ageing, gender and sexuality.

o Chapter 4 is an empirical/methodological review based on existing
literature focusing on older women’s sexuality and methodological issues
in qualitatively researching ageing and sexuality.

e Chapter 5 provides an account of the research methods undertaken within this
research.

e Chapter 6, 7 and 8 discuss the findings of the research, with Chapter 6
presenting the findings of Phase 1, and Chapters 7 and 8 the findings of Phase
2.

e Chapter 9 is a discussion of the findings in Chapters 7 and 8 using an
intersectional/affirmative ageing framework where an analysis is undertaken in
relation to the intersection of age and gender, and structure/agency.

e Chapter 10 draws conclusions from the research and details the contribution of
the thesis together with limitations and proposed future agenda for research
within the area of ageing and sexuality.

1.7 Terminoloqy

Within the fields of ageing and sexuality there are continuing debates about
terminology with regards to ‘sexuality’/sexualities’ and ‘older’/old’. The use of the
term ‘sexualities’ reflects the significant shifts that have taken place over the past
three/four decades with regards to sexuality. The shifts include an increased
recognition and acceptance of diverse sexualities, as well as the development and
establishment of critical understandings in relation to the construction of sexual and
gender identities (Richardson 2000). Whilst fully supporting this perspective, the
term ‘sexuality’ has been predominantly used within this thesis, and in doing so,
care has been taken to challenge any suggestion of essentialism and
homogeneity. The use of the term ‘old’ has primarily a reclamation purpose which
attempts to challenge the stigma surrounding old age (Freixas et al 2012; Calasanti
2004b). Despite this, preference was given within this research to use the term
‘older’ for the following reasons. Firstly, ‘older’ is the more commonly used of the
terms and more adequately reflects the fluidity of older age, whereas ‘old’ although
challenging, does tend to conjure up an ‘unchanging’ stage of the life-course.
Secondly, the term ‘old’ continues to be stigmatised and for many older people is
regarded as an offensive term (Frexias et al 2012). For this latter reason the term

18



‘older was used on all the public research materials and therefore using the term
within the thesis itself gave the research more coherency. Terminology in relation
to ageing is discussed further in Section 3.2.1.

The quotations from the participants’ interviews used within this thesis are
referenced as follows: OW refers to the older women participants and R refers to
the researcher participants. The number after the letters refers to the specific
participant, for example, R3 is researcher participant number 3 and OWS5 is older
woman participant number 5. At the end of each reference there is P1 or P2
referring to Phase 1 and Phase 2 of the research respectively. Appendices 3
(Phase 1), 13 and 14 (Phase 2), provide participants’ demographic information.
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CHAPTER 2: POSITIONING MYSELF/POSITIONING THE STUDY

2.1 INTRODUCTION

In this chapter | discuss the theoretical framework that has informed this thesis by
outlining the personal and theoretical perspectives that make up my standpoint as
researcher, and in turn positions the study methodologically. Outlining the way that
feminism, intersectionality and critical feminist gerontology are the main strands of
my standpoint as researcher, | make the case for taking a moderate social
constructionist approach combined with a critical realist ontology and explain how
this presents a coherent approach towards the aims of the research. The research
‘design’ is qualitative and inductive in its methodology and | briefly summarise how
these features have been applied within my research practice. Finally | discuss the
participatory quality of the research and detail the research processes that have a
participatory input from both older women and researchers within the field. This is a
central element of the methodological approach to this study, and is featured and
discussed throughout.

2.2 POSITIONING MYSELF AS RESEARCHER

2.2.1 Introduction

The role of the researcher within qualitative methodology presents a particularly
robust challenge to the authenticity and domination of the traditional version of
‘objectivity’. Led by feminist researchers, this challenge has been focused on
critiquing the claim that within any credible research there needs to be a separation
between the researcher and the participants, that is, “separation of knower and
known” (DeVault 1996, p42). The critigue resulted in championing researcher
visibility and enabling researchers to positively regard their involvement within the
practice of research. To avoid compromising the quality of the research itself, an
important aspect of being seen to be part of the research process, is the
researcher’s ability to position themselves in relation to the axiological, ontological
and epistemological assumptions. | agree with Wilson (2001, p473) that “whatever
the research paradigm, a full conceptual framework would acknowledge the
political stances [of the researcher] implied by values, assumptions, implicit
motivations, hidden biases and areas of silence.” In order to address this | identify
the philosophical and political positions, which | adopted to undertake this
research. | discuss my personal biography and the theoretical components of my
perspective as stated above, namely feminism, intersectionality and critical
gerontology. Discussions of each of these components in turn highlight my
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ontological and epistemological assumptions that acted as the basis to my
research.

2.2.2 Engaging with reflexivity

| hold the view that no research is neutral or value free, and that engaging with
reflexivity is an integral part of any research process. Although reflexivity has many
definitions and interpretations, the activity involves the researcher in reflecting on
their own background and location (social, cultural and political), biases, values
and ambitions (Bryman 2016; Hesse Biber 2014b; Creswell 2012; Allen 2011), and
how these aspects influence their research. | concur with Burns and Chantler
(2011) that it is important that any reflexivity is undertaken within the context of
critical reflections on the power relations between the researcher and participants. |
document my engagement with reflexivity throughout this thesis in the following
three areas of my research practice by: firstly, identifying my position as a
researcher, referred to by Gray (2014, p606) as, “epistemological reflexivity where
the researchers reflect on their assumptions about the world and about the nature
of knowledge”; secondly, discussing the participatory aspect of this research with
specific consideration to the issues of power and my relationship with the
participants; and thirdly, recording reflections while undertaking the research, in
particular the processes of data collection and analysis.

2.2.3 Personal biography: the initial influences in relation to my research

My life experiences are influenced by (self-defined) aspects of who | am: that is,
female, white Welsh, 62 years of age, lesbian, middle class, and non-disabled. |
worked for many years as a social work practitioner, predominantly with older
people, and have since been employed at a number of British universities as a
social work academic. Drivers for my research include a prolonged and
professional interest in issues of older age and personally becoming and being an
‘older woman. | have had a lifelong interest in issues relating to sexual identity and
orientation, and a political commitment to equality and challenging oppression.

Feminism has played a substantial part in my life enabling me, initially, to make
sense of the world as a young woman, and then as a support and guide when |
decided in my mid-twenties to identify as a lesbian. Subsequently | hold the beliefs
that sexual orientation is fluid, and issues of sexuality are influenced by a range of
societal and cultural structures and norms, as opposed to being biologically
determined. | was active in the women’s movement for over twenty years and was
involved in the debates when feminism was rightly criticised for homogenising
women’s experiences and neglecting differences between women. This
involvement gave me the impetus and commitment to support heterogeneity and
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diversity in relation to women’s experiences. These earlier experiences cemented
my view that ‘normality’ is constructed and upheld by the process of ‘othering’, that
is, “a way of defining and securing a positive identity through the stigmatisation of
‘other’ people’s identity...this process can take place with a range of differences
such as ethnicity, gender, class, age and disability” (Bywater and Jones, R. 2007,
pl7). | feel that this process of stigmatisation needs to be problematised and
regard research as a way of undertaking this task.

The initial catalyst for my interest in researching ageing and sexuality came from a
request early on in my academic career, some twenty years ago, to undertake a
workshop for public health professionals on the subject of ‘sexuality and later life’.
A literature search revealed a plethora of quantitative research and theoretical
material focusing on the sexual (dys)functioning of older people from a bio-medical
perspective. There was little material focusing on the experiences and meanings of
sexuality in later life from an older person’s perspective. This influenced my
decision to place older women in the centre of this research, both as consultants
and participants. It was therefore important to undertake qualitative research so
that experiences, meanings and feelings could be explored credibly.

As an older woman | have felt disappointed in the way that historically feminism
has contributed to issues of older age in an insignificant way and that older women
have struggled to feature in gender/women’s studies (Freixas et al 2012;
Cruikshank 2003; Macdonald and Rich 1984).” The emergence of critical feminist
gerontology strongly encouraged me to believe that feminism can enable older
women to develop empowering, diverse and critical perspectives of their
experiences of sexuality within the context of their own ageing.

| have identified above the salient aspects of my personal biography which | feel
have not only provided me with a basis for my standpoint as a researcher, but also
guided me in identifying the theories of feminism, intersectionality and critical
feminist gerontology that have contributed to my research practice. These theories
are now discussed in more detail.

7 In 1985 Barbara Macdonald addressing a National Women’s Studies Association (NWSA)
conference condemned the women present for their neglect of older women and their issues. It had
taken her four years to get her speech accepted and 20 years later there is finally an
acknowledgement from the NWSA of “the importance of aging studies and its centrality to women’s
studies” (Marshall 2006, pvii).
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2.2.4 Feminism

2.2.4.1 Introduction

Within the overarching qualitative framework of this study, feminism has been the
main influence in relation to my position as the researcher, hence my adoption of a
feminist research approach. It is worth clarifying that feminism provides research
with an interpretive perspective or lens as opposed to a specific method (Allen
2011; Devault 1996). Methodologically there are different strands reflecting the
main contrasting and contested ontological and epistemological positions, from
feminist empiricism and standpoint, through to feminist post-modernism, post-
structuralism and critical theory (Harding 1991). Ideas from both second wave and
third wave feminism® permeate the philosophical debates and subsequently are
integral to feminist knowledge production (Burns and Chantler 2011, p70). Despite
its reach and dynamism | was drawn initially to using a feminist perspective
because of the way feminist researchers have challenged, analysed and upset
dominant models of knowledge building and understanding in relation to a range of
issues (Hesse-Biber 2014a). Using older women’s own experiences of sexuality,
one of the main aims of this research was to examine the credibility of the two
dominant stereotypes that dominate sexuality in later life, that of asexuality and the
“sexy oldie” (Gott 2005, p23). A feminist perspective is particularly relevant in
exploring issues of gender, oppression and marginalisation, as well as researching
issues that have been left out of the social and psychological research agenda
(Stewart 1994). In addition to providing this study with a challenging lens, feminism
has the flexibility and ability to be combined with a range of different data collection
and analysis methods (Allen 2011; Wuest 1995). Feminism may guide the practice
of research but “no feminist perspective precludes the use of specific methods”
(Hesse-Biber 2014a, p10).

8 The development of feminism can be viewed as having progressed through three waves: first
wave (mid 19% century — 1945); second wave (1945 — 1990s); third wave (1990s to present day)
(Burns and Chantler 2011). The waves, whilst building on preceding demands and campaigns, also
have their own distinct foci. The first wave centred on basic rights in terms of suffrage, property and
education. The second wave focused on employment equality, wages for domestic labour, women’s
reproduction rights and sexual ‘liberation’. The third wave identified feminism’s neglect of
differences between women and how other social divisions impacted on women'’s experiences. With
regards to gender and sex, second wave feminism established the former as a social construct and
questioned the biological determinism of the latter. Third wave feminism built on this by establishing
the social construction of sex. Both the second and third waves have influenced the development of
feminist methodologies in relation to uncovering and establishing women’s lived experiences,
together with identifying ‘difference’ through the use of an intersectional lens (Burns and Chantler
2011).
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2.2.4.2 General principles

Before discussing the particular strands of feminism influencing my ontological and
epistemological stance, it is important to identify the main general feminist
principles that have guided this study in relation to my research practice. Firstly,
feminist research is committed to privileging women’s issues and positively seeking
women’s perspectives in areas where their voices have been traditionally silenced
(Hesse-Biber 2014a). This is particularly applicable in relation to ageing and
sexuality, where the issues of male (hetero)sexuality have dominated through
research and discussion focusing primarily on erectile dysfunction and the use of
Viagra, resulting in older women’s sexual needs being ignored (Vares et al 2007).
Using a feminist methodology gave me the opportunity to shift this emphasis away
from older men, place older women at the centre of this research and “find what
has been ignored, censored, and suppressed, [as well as] to reveal both the
diversity of actual women’s lives and the ideological mechanisms that have made
so many of those lives invisible” (Devault 1996, p32).

It is important that this feminist principle of giving women ‘a voice’ does not prevent
researchers from critically appraising their sample in terms of who has been
included and who has been left out, and also that the participants who have
spoken about their experiences are not disempowered by the research process
(Burman 2003). However ‘giving’ participants a voice may be seen as rather top
down and patronising (Littlechild et al 2015) and that not ‘giving voice’, that is,
silence, can on the one hand be a powerful response within itself and used as a
survival strategy (Ryan-Flood and Gill 2010). On the other hand, some research
that respects this silence could be colluding with oppressive practice (see also
Moore 2010Db).

An important way of negotiating these tensions was through the participative
element integral within this study where older women patrticipants were specifically
asked about their views on researching ageing and sexuality, and whether it should
take place. All participants felt that researching sexuality should be an important
part of the ageing and later life research agenda so as to ‘establish a presence’
and ultimately ‘make a difference’. One older woman participant stated:

| think it's [researching ageing and sexuality] very important, it can break the
silence and uncover the taboo. | think there needs to be much more interest
and attention paid to older women, while we are very often invisible and
inaudible so | was glad for a chance to take part in this [research] because |
think it's all been neglected. (OW3P1)
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Privileging women’s voices in relation to issues where they have not been heard
can be transformative (Webb 1993; Lather 1991), liberating (Lundgren 1995) and
therefore instrumental in improving women’s lives in one way or another (Duelli
Klein 1983).

Although feminist research regards the private and personal as worthy of study
(Letherby 2003), and places women voicing their experiences in high regard, it is
important that this does not result in individualising the issues. The second main
principle of ensuring that the research findings respect the personal, whilst
situating the issues within a structural framework (Wuest 1995; Webb 1993), was
key to this research. This research is presented in a way that prioritises the voices
of the older women participants through extensive use of quotations from their
interviews and then moving on to offer an analysis which enables a theorising of
participants’ accounts (Maynard 1994). The interpretation and theorising of the
data must be informed by a critical feminist framework (Burns and Chantler 2011;
Humphries 2008), which not only considers older women’s experiences of sexuality
in the light of feminist conceptions of gender relations (Ramazanoglu, 1989), but
also takes into account the influence of the intersection of age with gender and vice
versa. The discussion around intersectionality will be returned to in Section 2.2.5.
This need to locate the experiences and meanings of women’s lives within a critical
feminist framework including aspects of the political, social, and cultural (Burns and
Chantler 2011) was reiterated by all the participants during Phase 1 of this
research study. The participants felt that what older women had to say about their
own experiences of their sexualities could present a challenge to the commonly
held assumptions and perceptions of sexuality in later life. However, this could
only be achieved if the methodology employed was critical, challenging and
empowering.

The third main feminist principle guiding this research involved reducing the power
of the researcher and using methods that would establish collaborative and non-
exploitative relationships between the researcher and the participants (Creswell
2012; Letherby 2003; Stewart 1994; Webb 1993). This was undertaken within this
research using a participative approach in relation to the different aspects of the
research process. Issues of power and the participative approach vis-a-vis this
research are critically explored in more detail in Section 2.3. As the relationship
between researcher and participant is central to the research process and the
issue of power, the researcher needs to be able to “recognise, examine and
understand how their social background, location and assumptions can influence
the research” (Hesse-Biber 2014a, p3). As well as identifying biases, engaging with
the practice of reflexivity can also be a source of insight into the research process
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(Letherby 2003) and challenges the notion of value-free research (Burns and
Chantler 2011). | have, where relevant, been open and transparent about who |
am and identified my role and influences as the researcher (Creswell 2012; Wuest
1995; Stewart 1994; Webb 1993) when discussing different aspects of the
research process.

2.2.4.3 My position within feminism

Turning now to the different positions within feminism, | will identify the main tenets
that make up my theoretical stance. It can be argued that feminism has a particular
affinity with post-modernism (Creswell 2007; Waugh 1998), in that the latter offers
a critique of the dominance of thinking and knowledge that has excluded many
people’s experiences. Post-modernism’s recognition of the diversity of experiences
and subsequent multiple voices and perceptions appeals to critics of feminist
standpoint in relation to the latter's tendency to collapse all women’s experiences
into a single, common experience (Frost and Elichaoff 2014). As well as
recognising differences between women and the way that particular women’s
experiences are excluded and marginalised by feminist empiricism and standpoint
perspectives, feminist post-modernism and post-structuralism challenge the
notions of objectivity, essentialism, grand theories, and an absolute single truth
(Frost and Elichaoff 2014; Waugh 1998). Subsequently, the concepts of
subjectivity, social constructionism, local narratives and multiple truths, inform my
theoretical stance and engagement with the research process, but | have
reservations about adopting a purely post-modernist position. The latter’s relativism
is its strength in that it recognises diverse voices, and also its weakness as it
makes it difficult to move from an individualistic account of an issue to a position
where there is a common and shared ground, that is, a unifying voice, on which to
enable change and challenge to the status quo (Hawkesworth 1989). My intentions
throughout this research were to respect the diversity of individual older women’s
experiences of their sexualities and identify shared themes, perspectives and
strategies.

Recognising multiple and different realities in relation to experiences was important
to my research practice as well as being aware that not all realities have equal
status. Experiences and perspectives that are privileged need to be located within
a social and political context, that is, a structural framework. This enables the
location of power to be identified and, in turn, inequalities and social divisions
within society to be highlighted. Research on ageing and sexuality needs to be
receptive to a diverse and nuanced range of realities, as well as recognising the
impact of ageism and sexism on older women’s experiences. It was therefore
important for me to explore the space between feminist standpoint and feminist
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postmodernism (Henwood and Pidgeon 1995), by recognising the significance of
ideas from both positions, identifying the ones relevant to my research, which in
turn resulted in my adoption of an eclectic feminist approach.

It is worth at this point clarifying the shape of my eclecticism. Through my feminist
approach | support constructionism mainly because of the way it can challenge the
essentialist view of aspects of our lives (Sayer 1997), such as age, gender and
sexuality. If it is shown that something is not natural or fixed but “socially
constructed, it becomes clear that it could be constructed differently, and then we
can start to demand changes in it” (Hacking 2000, p.6-7). In keeping with my views
on relativism, discussed earlier, | have reservations about occupying a strong
constructionist position due to its innate connection with an anti-realist ontology.
Critical debates within sociology and psychology (see also Elder-Vass 2012;
Nightingale and Cromby 1999; Cromby and Nightingale 1999; Willig 1999, 1997,
Murphy 1995; Parker 1992) have made the case for the compatibility, and
subsequent adoption, of a moderate social constructionist approach with a critical
realist ontology. This stance is predicated on the need to challenge standpoints
“that steadfastly refuse to engage with anything other than talk” (Nightingale and
Cromby 1999, p222) and to look ‘beyond text’, thus enabling consideration to be
given to extra-discursive influences such as embodiment, materiality and power
(Cromby and Nightingale 1999). It is important however to recognise that although
an analysis of power is inherent within a discursive analysis, there is a tendency for
the latter to ignore power relations and to fail to situate power within a material and
embodied context. This results in an inability to analyse the structures that support
essentialist and ‘taken for granted’ perspectives (Willig 1999). One of the aims of
this study was to analyse the age/gender intersection through an exploration of
older women’s experiences of sexuality. Achieving this needed an
acknowledgement of the influences of social structures, material world and agency,
whilst recognising, but not privileging, the influences of language, discourse and
culture.

A critical realist/social constructionist stance allows an analysis of how ideas and
concepts are socially constructed as well as how these can be challenged by
demonstrating, ‘that social constructions are grounded within, yet not directly
reflective of social structures, and... identifies the opportunities for, as well as the
limitations on, human action” (Willig 1999, p44). This gives people a degree of
autonomy within the influences of their social context, together with the capacity to
resist and exercise choice (Elder-Vass 2012), and in turn supports the idea of the
human potential to transcend constraining constructions (Willig 1999). The notion
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of the “agentic subject” (Elder-Vass 2012, p184)° opens up the possibility of
individual reflexive agency which was an important value for me as the researcher
to hold as the study explored how older women experience their sexuality within
the ‘constraints’ of two dominant socially constructed ideals. Throughout my
research practice | therefore needed to be open to the possibility that through their
experiences, the participants could be demonstrating resistance to the way older
women’s sexuality is constructed and perceived. In relation to constructed
identities Gavey (1997, p54) states that, “women can identify and conform to
traditional discursive constructions of femininity or they can resist, reject and
challenge them (to a greater or lesser extent)”. | would go further and argue that it
is not necessarily an either/or choice as many older women engage with both
conformity and resistance depending on the context.

Aligning myself with the ontology of realism does not mean that | adopted an
empirical or naive realist position associated with positivism, where “through the
use of appropriate methods, reality can be understood” (Bryman 2016, p25). |
would agree with Elder-Vass (2012, p6-7) that arguing for social constructionist
realism encompasses “the belief that there are features of the world that are the
way they are independently of how we think about them... social construction is
both a real process and a process whose products are real”. It is important to hold
the view that although aspects of our lives are socially constructed the experiences
are real (Gunnarsson 2011), thus enabling the researcher to engage with a
participant’s ‘reality’, not in a positivistic way, but in a way that accepts “lived
experience as significant” (Burns and Chantler 2011, p72).

Women’s experiences of their personal and private lives have been, and still are,
regarded as central to feminism (Skeggs 1997). This enables knowledge and
political understandings to be continuously developed and acquired in relation to
women’s position in society, reiterating the phrase ‘the personal is the political’
(Hughes 2002). This raises the question of what we can know from experiences
that are talked about, reported on and/or observed via a range of data collection
methods. Ramazonoglu and Holland (1999, p388) state that, “it is perfectly
possible to insist that knowledge is in practice informed by accounts of experience
without insisting either that the experience simply tells the truth, or that
theory/language constitutes all that experience is”. For me this is an important
statement, which supports the view that feminist research needs to explore the

9 The “agentic subject” is a person who “has the capacity to experience, to reflect on his or her
actions and circumstances, to make decisions and... although influenced by a social context, to act
with some degree of autonomy” (Elder-Vass 2012, p184).
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position between positivism, where reality/truth can be accessed through
experience, and relativism where experience is created within language. In this
research | created a space within the findings for the older women to speak for
themselves by “giving a voice to participants, [by] documenting accounts of
subjective experience” (Willig 1999, p30). | did this by writing a description, using
themes, of what the participants have experienced in relation to their sexuality
within the context of ageing. | then gave myself space to consider the themes using
an analytical framework informed by aspects within the concept of intersectionality,
which 1 discuss in more detail in the next section. This framework provided the
basis for my critical reflection, theorisation and ability to consider the issues
politically relating to age and gender, whilst responding to the justifiable concerns
that, “having an experience is an insufficient basis on which to make claims to
warrantable knowledge” (Hughes 2002, p156). By having different spaces within
the findings | have drawn on research undertaken by Skeggs (1997) on the
exploration of class and gender, where she noted that the researcher and the
participants produce different knowledge and understanding of the issues under
research. Although Skeggs (1997) negotiates the ‘differences’ with her participants,
| felt it was important to capture these differences as best | could without denying
the fact that the best description of what the older women participants had said,
would involve me in a degree of interpretation. This inescapable aspect of data
presentation/analysis made it imperative that my standpoint as a researcher was
clearly presented (Law 2006). It is also important to recognise that accounts of
experience given by research participants will be partial, and that my selection of
their accounts to create themes offers further partiality, which then raises questions
and “challenges to the belief that experience is an origin or foundation of
knowledge that is more immediate and trustworthy than secondary knowledges”
(Skeggs 1997, p29). During my research | recognised that perspectives are located
within the social, economic and political conditions of the patrticipants, thus creating
a partial grasp on all experiences and knowledge which in turn, have been
produced from a particular standpoint (Stanley and Wise 1993 [1983]; Collins
1990).

2.2.5 Intersectionality

Another important contribution to my stance as researcher involved using the
concept of intersectionality, to which | referred earlier, regarding the intersection of
age and gender. Due to many disputes and ambiguities surrounding
intersectionality in terms of its definition and utilisation (Davis 2008), it is necessary
for me at this juncture to outline my understanding and its application to my
research. Intersectionality primarily challenges the notion that the lives of women
could be adequately theorised by giving sole analytical consideration to gender
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(McCall 2005).1° The concept is therefore used to examine the “interaction
between gender, race, and other categories of difference in individual lives, social
practices, institutional arrangements, and cultural ideologies and the outcomes of
these interactions in terms of power” (Davis 2008, p68). This emphasises
differences between women by recognizing multiple identities, and how these are
intertwined and mutually constituted as opposed to being individually experienced
(Collins 1998). Intersectionality is regarded as providing a bridge between
disparate theoretical approaches within feminism in that it draws on standpoint,
post-modernism and post-structuralism (Burns and Chantler 2011; Davis 2008),
and can be referred to as a “joint nodal point” (Lykke 2011, p209), encouraging a
degree of collaboration. Intersectionality offers a way of deconstructing social
divisions, challenging essentialism and universalism, and exploring the issues of
power without becoming too relativistic and removed from the material realities of
the lives of women (Brah and Pheonix 2004). This aspect was particularly relevant
to this research and offered supportive coherence to my critical realist/social
constructionist stance.

Using intersectionality as a framework to interpret findings does not mean having
to include all dimensions of identity (Frost and Elichaoff 2014). | took a narrower
approach to focus on a marginalised group in relation to sexuality and
concentrated on two social dimensions (McCall 2005), those of age and gender.
The reasons for this decision included; first, the social dimensions of age and
gender were more relevant to all of the participants and their subsequent dataset;
second, | envisaged difficulty in managing coherently more than two social
dimensions within the analysis stage of the research; and thirdly, the existing
literature demonstrated that research into the age/gender intersection was an area
for development. Although it is widely accepted that age and gender are systems
that jointly influence lived experiences (see also Arber et al 2003; Ginn and Arber
1995; McMullin 1995), the focus on the intersection with age has been neglected
within gender research (Krekula 2007; Calasanti 2004a; Twigg 2004; Ray 2003;
Browne 1998; Reinharz, 1997; Ginn and Arber 1995; Arber and Ginn 1991;
McMullin 1995; Roseneil 1995; Woodward 1995; McDonald and Rich 1984), whilst
within social gerontology there has been a failure to link its voluminous research

10 |ntersectionality was initially discussed by the Combahee River Collective (1977), a black lesbian
activist group (Levine-Rasky 2011), and later coined by Crenshaw (1989), to critically address the
way that black women’s experiences had been ignored and marginalised through the process of
homogenisation by feminist theories and discourses of the 1970s and 1980s. Although focused
originally on the intersection of gender and ethnicity (see also Mohanty 2003, 1988; Crenshaw
1991; Collins 1990; hooks 1981), it has been developed to include other ‘categories’ of social
divisions, such as class, sexual orientation, disability and age (Davis 2008).
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with older women to the theoretical developments within gender research, in
particular, intersectionality (Calasanti and Slevin 2006; Calasanti 2004a). This has
resulted in age and gender being studied separately as opposed to intersecting
systems with academics from both gerontology and sociology being regarded as
“diners at separate tables... exchanging some meaningful glances but without
pooling their conceptual resources” (Ginn and Arber 1995, p2). The relationship
between age and gender is discussed further in the next chapter. Applying an
intersectional lens enabled me to perceive age and gender as intertwining systems
and the power relations between the systems as dynamic interactions (Krekula
2007; Collins 1998; Crenshaw 1993). This standpoint moves away from the
‘additive’ framework of the double (Dowd and Bengtson 1978)! or triple (Norman
1985) jeopardy approach and opens up the possibility that the participants’
experiences of their sexuality within the context of the intersection of age and
gender may create a positive outcome, thereby challenging the assumption that
lived experiences are necessarily twice as difficult (Sandberg 2013b; Krekula
2007). It also supports the notion of the “agentic subject” (Elder-Vass 2012, p184),
referred to earlier in this chapter, in that although on a structural level the
interaction of power relations from two systems, such as age and gender, may
appear insurmountable, on a personal level older women may find strategies to
challenge oppressive constructions and related perceptions of themselves (Krekula
2007).

Through my engagement with an intersectional approach | have not aligned myself
with radical perspectives that reject the category ‘woman’ (Gunnarsson 2011). |
contend that it is possible to separate out ‘gender’ as it is with, for example, race
and class, as the power relations are different and must be given analytical
separateness (Brown 1997). | support the view that my analysis and discussion
can refer to the research participants as ‘women’, but that does not mean that |
perceived them as only ‘women’, or as a fixed category. Although my analysis has
focused on the age and gender of the participants, these social positions do not
make up a ‘total picture’ of their lived experiences. | recognised that the older
women participants occupied a range of social divisions and their identities were
made up of a range of different dimensions, and that |, as researcher, had decided
to focus on the social divisions that | felt were the most salient vis-a-vis sexuality.
My main aim, as stated earlier in this chapter, was to analyse the older women’s

11 The double jeopardy hypothesis was described by Dowd and Bengsten (1978) as a situation
where “in addition to the disadvantages imposed by their minority group status, the minority aged
are said also to experience the devaluation in status associated with old age in our society” (1978,
p427).
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contributions (see themes in Chapters 7 and 8) using an intersectional approach to
provide an understanding of how older age influences gender and vice versa, using
sexuality as a lens. Although different approaches to intersectional analysis have
been put forward (see also McCall 2005), the practice of such an analysis to
manage and describe the complexity of intersecting social dimensions has not
been well defined (McCall 2005). With this in mind, | decided to base my analysis
on the work of two gerontologists, that of Krekula (2016, 2009, 2007) and
Sandberg (2013a, 2013b, 2011), a combination that offered this study an
intersectional approach to age and gender, together with an affirmative approach
to ageing. These perspectives were influential throughout this thesis and discussed
further in Sections 3.2.4, 5.6.2, and used in my analysis in Chapter 9.

2.2.6 Critical feminist gerontology

The final contribution to my theoretical position involves the discipline of
gerontology, in particular the strands of critical and feminist gerontology.'? Although
| focus on critical gerontology within this section, it must be noted that the strand of
cultural gerontology with its emphasis on culture and agency, also makes a
significant contribution to the experiences of later life and converges with critical
gerontology in terms of its perceptions, attitudes and challenges vis-a-vis ageing
(see also Twigg and Martin 2015b). | have identified the main tenets making up
both critical and feminist gerontology that | feel gave additional support to my
standpoint and which | have taken forward in my research practice.

Critical gerontology goes further than developing an understanding of the social
construction of ageing with its commitment to change and empowerment for older
people (Holstein and Minkler 2007; Ray 1996; Phillipson and Walker 1987). It
involves challenging traditional research methods and supporting a
“methodological bricolage” (Holstein and Minkler 2007, p22).13 Subsequently, it

12 Jronically for feminist researchers within the discipline, ‘geron’ is the Greek for ‘old man’, and
hence gerontology is literally the study of old men. Although the proposed alternative term of
“gerastology’, the study of old women from a feminist perspective” (Cruikshank 2003, p174) has not
been recognised in any effective sense, it does highlight the androcentric roots, branches and
pathways that have and still do dominate certain strands of gerontology.

13 Methodological bricolage is one of the strategies used to reposition critical gerontology away
from the margins towards a more central position. It requires crossing disciplinary boundaries and
using “bits and pieces’ of research strategies and approaches, as we broaden what we consider
acceptable forms of knowing” (Holstein and Minkler 2007, p22). For example, no data source is
ruled out; participatory research is valued as it involves older people in the research processes and
agenda setting; and individuals’ narratives and meanings are more important than generalisations.

32



addresses the limitations of social gerontology by: first, giving older people a
‘voice’; second, considering the impact of structural and related power issues on
ageing; and third, challenging notions and hidden values of normativity and the
construction of fixed identities (Holstein and Minkler 2003). Consideration is also
given to issues that other mainstream strands of gerontology have excluded (Baars
1991). Developments that build on these principles come from critical feminist
gerontologists (see also Freixas et al 2012; Calasanti 2009, 2008; Calasanti and
Slevin 2006; Gullette 2004; Ray 2004, 1999, 1996; Cruikshank 2003) who state
categorically that older women and their experiences have been neglected,
marginalised and/or placed within models and theories that have been derived
from older men. For example, the interest over the last couple of decades in
sexuality in later life has been driven by the advent of Viagra use in 1998 to cure
erectile dysfunction. Based on the heteronormative presumption that sexual
relations are predominantly a man’s responsibility, older women’s viewpoints on
the Viagra phenomenon and sexual relations generally have struggled to be heard
(Loe 2004). Historically feminism has tended to ignore older age preferring to
concentrate on issues of mid-life, for example, menopause, and therefore a
partnership with critical gerontology “attempts to document the experiences of
elderly women and to promote new interpretations of female aging” (Freixas et al
2012, p46). This partnership bases its research on the assumption of
heterogeneity, discussing issues that have been ignored, and emphasising the
importance of regarding older age as a political and social location that intersects
with other forms of inequality (Calasanti 2009, 2008). | suggest that this approach
would contribute to the understanding of older women’s sexuality.

2.3 POSITIONING THE STUDY

2.3.1 Introduction

The design of this research includes three main components in that it is qualitative,
inductive and patrticipative. As stated in Chapter 1 the research is divided into two
parts, namely Phase 1 and 2. Whilst each part differs in its aims, there is a tight
interrelationship as the recommendations from the findings of Phase 1 informed
the research focus and methodology of the main phase of the research, that of
Phase 2.

2.3.2 Qualitative Research Design

Integral to qualitative research are some broad ontological and epistemological
assumptions that have been identified by Guba and Lincoln (2005, 1988), which fit
coherently with my own theoretical standpoint. | discuss the main assumptions
and, in particular, identify how they were applied to my research practice.
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Qualitative research supports the concept of subjective and multiple realities and
through my data analysis and ensuing findings provided substantiation for different
views, by using multiple quotations from a range of participants. Qualitative
research assumes that part of the researcher’s task is to minimise the gap between
themselves and the participants, which is usually achieved through prolonged
contact in the ‘field” (Creswell 2012). Whilst | conducted my research using a
‘naturalistic’ data collection method, that is, one-to-one in-depth interviews, | did
not achieve prolonged contact. | feel however that this limitation was offset by the
participatory nature of this research, where participants took on a collaborative role
in relation to the research process. Another philosophical assumption in relation to
gualitative research is the acknowledgement of the value-laden nature of research
and the existence of biases. | have identified my theoretical standpoint and
continue throughout the thesis to identify my influence in any subsequent relevant
discussions regarding my research practice.

The final broad qualitative assumption involves using a narrative style of writing
and the first person pronoun when discussing the research. This is an important
aspect of engaging with the concept of reflexivity, placing “the researcher into the
research...signals how the knowledge produced is located in the perspectives of
the researcher” (Hughes 2002, p167). Building on this | ensured that the research
language was pertinent to qualitative research. A good example of this is within
Section 5.7, where | engaged with the elements of trustworthiness (Guba and
Lincoln 1994; Lincoln and Guba 1985) as a framework for assessing the quality of
my research. It is important to recognise that qualitative research design has
evolved and progressed to its current position where, it “is legitimate in its own right
and does not need to be compared to achieve respectability” (Creswell 2007, p16).

| have engaged with the research process using a predominantly inductive
approach, whilst also recognising that all forms of research are based on a mixture
of induction, deduction and verification processes. Notwithstanding, this research
was data, as opposed to theory, driven and | started out on this journey with a view
of finding out and exploring how women experienced their sexuality within the
context of their own ageing. The importance of this open-ended approach was
supported by the literature reviewed in Chapters 3 and 4, where there was
evidence to suppose that quantitative research had, up until recently, dominated
the research agenda in the area of ageing and sexuality. Subsequently any
nuanced or progressive understanding of older women’s experiences of sexuality
was in a fledgling state and ripe for an exploratory type of research study.
Returning to the issue of the research being data driven, when undertaking the
data analysis | took an active role in finding’ the themes within the interview scripts
and agree with Taylor and Ussher’s (2001, p310) critical stance, that themes do
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not

“...just lay about waiting to be discovered, they do not simply emerge..... The
process, in terms of data collection and analysis, is unavoidably informed by the
researchers’ disclosures, comments and choice of questions and by their
preconceptions and their personal, theoretical and political orientations.”

As discussed in Section 5.6, | minimised my interpretative role by extensively using
the participants’ own words to authenticate themes that were constructed through
analysis, whilst also providing a separate space for my theoretical interpretation of
the themes that have emerged from the women’s experiences.

2.3.3 Participative Research

2.3.3.1 Introduction

| employed a participatory approach as opposed to undertaking a piece of
participatory action research. The terms are often conflated, with the latter enabling
participants to become equal partners in all aspects of the research and focusing
on social change and action (Aldridge 2015; Israel et al 2008). Within this study
‘participation’ was less inclusive as participants did not undertake certain aspects
of the research such as, recruitment of participants, data collection and data
analysis. However participants were recruited to contribute to the planning of the
research, to consider methodological issues, and to scrutinise the initial findings,
as well as making the typical substantial contributions to the findings of this
research study. This section focuses on two main aspects of the participatory
approach employed within this thesis that of shaping the methodology that
subsequently informed Phase 2 of the research, and the examination of the
findings from Phase 2. More detail of undertaking the participatory aspect within
Phase 1 and subsequent findings are discussed in sections 5.3 and chapter 6
respectively.

As a feminist researcher | am committed to pursing non-hierarchical research
relationships and this was one of the main influences in introducing a participative
element into this research study. One characteristic of qualitative research is the
centrality of the relationship between researcher/researched, which has an
inherent power imbalance in favour of the researcher, and can only be reduced as
opposed to eradicated (Allen 2011; Law 2006). It is therefore important to use
methods that attempt to reduce the power inequalities within the research
relationship, by establishing collaborative and non-exploitative relationships
(Hesse-Biber 2014a; Burns and Chantler 2011; Letherby 2003). Incorporating a
participatory approach has the potential to shift and share power between
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researcher and participant even if it is limited to happening on a micro level
(Maguire 1996). Support for participatory research within gerontology has
increased due to the significant repositioning of research vis-a-vis older people,
where research was undertaken ‘for’, as opposed to ‘on’ older people (Warr