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Jeffery Zirger
Lead, Information Collection Review Office, Office of Scientific Integrity, Office of Science
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)

RE: Docket No. CDC-2022- 0123

Agency: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Department of Health and Human Services
Project: Developmental/Methodologic Projects to Improve the National Health and Nutrition
Examination Survey and Related Programs

Dear Dr. Jeffrey M. Zirger,

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Developmental/Methodologic Projects
to Improve the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey and Related Programs. The
comment below is submitted on behalf of the undersigned epidemiologists, who are dedicated to
research related to sexual health, including but not limited to research on HIV, STls, sexual
behavior, and more. Please note that our listed affiliations are not meant to suggest institutional
endorsement or support, but instead serve as identification purposes only. The comments are the
views only of the authors themselves.

As stated in the aforementioned call for public comment and recommendations, it is
clear the Office of Management and Budget is committed to ensuring that the information
collected through NHANES is of both quality and utility. Though we commend current efforts
by NHANES to explore topics in sexual behavior, we believe that the NHANES questionnaire
on sexual behavior is at odds with NHANES? role in understanding the health care needs of
the aging population in the United States.

As you are aware, the NHANES sexual behavior questionnaire targets males and females
aged 14 to 69 years old, yet some questions are explicitly only targeted at those aged 18 to 59
years. Specifically, all questions requesting information about sexual behaviors in the past 12
months are only targeted those aged 18 to 59 years old. NHANES collects a wealth of other
health-related data, and oversamples those who are 60 and over, offering a unique opportunity to
learn from this representative sample of US residents about their sexual behavior. The omission
of key sexual metrics from this data collection is a significant missed opportunity that
would be easily rectified. We limit our ability to study health’s impact on sexual activity — and
vice versa — in aging populations if we stop asking questions about one’s sexual behavior in the
last year to people older than 59 years of age.
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Thus, in order for CDC to reach its goal of contributing to knowledge related to the
health of aging Americans, it is imperative for the NHANES sexual behavior questionnaire
to extend the target age range for sexual behavior questions related to sexual activity in the
last 12 months to those older than 59 years of age.

The United States is undergoing a demographic shift towards an aging population, with
the number of elderly adults growing over the coming years.tAlongside changes in both life
expectancy and social attitudes around sex, there is a growing population of people who will be
sexually active for more years of their lives.>® Importantly, there are numerous ways that sexual
behavior and health are connected. Sexual activity in older adults can be linked to improved
quality of life, enjoyment, satisfaction, and even has the potential to lower the risk of chronic
conditions.®® However, health can also impact sexual behavior, in such that having a health
condition can impede one’s ability to engage in desired activities.® This is especially true for
older adults as chronic conditions, vaginal dryness, menopause, erectile dysfunction, pain,
depression, and other factors might interfere with sexual activity and pleasure.1%-13

Unfortunately, it has been reported that most older adults do not discuss sex with their
healthcare provider and that older adults feel dissatisfied with healthcare services in this area.
1014 Many physicians view sexual activity for older adults as a biomedical issue, instead of
viewing sexuality additionally from a psychosocial perspective.’® With the complexities of aging
and illness, this presents an area where health services need improvement for older adults.

However, most research on sexual health focuses on adolescents and young-to-middle-
aged adults, given the interest in reproductive ages, family planning, and risk for sexually
transmitted infections and HIV.1® Moreover, troublesome myths of asexuality in older adults
leads to a paucity of research focusing on the sexual behaviors of older adults, especially those
50 and over.517-2% |ack of publicly available information about sexual behaviors among older
individuals limits the development of appropriate interventions to prevent acquisition of STIs,
HIV, and hepatitis; it also limits our ability to examine correlates of health, healthy aging, and
resilience that may include sexual behavior. Research that focuses on the sexual health of aging
adults is essential, as sexual behavior data can help us monitor trends in HIV and STIs amongst
this group, along with other health outcomes related to sex. Development of socio-behavioral
research that may inform methods of maintaining healthy sexual lives while aging is daunted by
lack of research on current behaviors in the general population.

It is paramount that healthcare providers understand the sexual behaviors of populations
to properly provide information and care. Thus, obtaining accurate sexual health data for aging
adults remains a priority, as older and aging adults need access to evidence-based care supported
by accurate and up-to-date information that avoids ignorance or misunderstanding the sexuality
of aging adults. Given that general health-focused nationally representative surveys often do not
probe into sexual health or do not provide sexual health questionnaires to aging peoples, we
would like to underscore that NHANES could be utilized to help fill considerable gaps in
knowledge on this topic.

To be sure, other surveys have asked questions to older adults about their sexual
behavior. Consider the National Survey of Sexual Health and Behavior (NSSHB) from the
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University of Indiana, which is a multi-wave survey using a nationally representative sample of
Americans. This survey has indeed demonstrated the fact that aging people do engage in sexual
activity. For instance, the 2009 NSSHB data show that 53.6%, 46.2%, and 35.5% of those aged
60 to 69, 70 to 79, and 80 and up, respectively, report having penile-vaginal intercourse in the
last year. °

However, in our own independent research, we explored if sexual behavior in adults aged
50 and over from NHANES data would be comparable to data from a survey focused on sexual
behavior, like NSSHB, and we have found differences between the data sources. When we
examined data from 2009-2010, both NHANES and NSSHB show that many adults aged 50 to
59 were having sex. However, the frequency of people reporting these sexual acts was found
to be somewhat different. This suggest that inclusion of sexual behavior reporting among adults
of all ages in the NHANES methodology would be highly beneficial; reliance on a specialized
survey of NSSHB may not be enough to inform development of strategies to promote health
among aging Americans.

Due to NHANES and NSSHB survey differences, we focused our comparison on past
year penile-vaginal sex, as that variable most closely matched between the two surveys. Only
about 58% of the men aged 50 to 59 in NSSHB reported having penile-vaginal sex in the last 12
months, where about 71% of the men aged 50 to 59 in NHANES reported engaging in this
activity.> A similar pattern holds for women aged 50 to 59 as well, as 51% of women aged 50 to
59 in NSSHB reported having penile-vaginal sex in the last 12 months, while approximately
59% of the women aged 50 to 59 in NHANES reported engaging in this activity.® Though it is
impossible to infer specifically what differences, methodological or not, drive the variation in
findings between NHANES and NSSHB, our study gave us confidence that NHANES — with its
myriad of strengths — should use its existing infrastructure and expand its target for the sexual
behavior questionnaire to include the aging population of those aged 60 and up when asking
about sexual activity in the last 12 months.

In sum, we strongly recommend that NHANES remove the skip criteria in the
sexual health questionnaire in order to allow older adults, specifically those aged 60 and
up, to provide current information about their sexual activity in the last 12 months. We are
grateful for the opportunity to present a public comment for this project. Thank you in advance
for your time and consideration. If you have any questions or require additional information,
please do not hesitate to contact us at k.hill@yale.edu. Please see our reference list below for
pertinent literature.

Sincerely,

Katherine Hill, MPH
PhD Student

Department of Epidemiology of Microbial Diseases, Yale School of Public Health
k.hill@yale.edu
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PhD Candidate
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Manya Magnus, PhD, MPH

Professor and Interim Chair
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