Mental Health and Sexual Risk Behavior

Although many studies involving MSM have shown interconnections between psychosocial factors and HIV risk, such as substance use and high-risk sex, recent studies have focused on documentation of how these diverse psychosocial issues interact to produce elevated HIV risk behavior among MSM, a phenomena known as a syndemic. 
Mental health in this setting was poor and was associated with sexual risk behavior. Treating mental health and substance use problems may aid in reducing HIV infection. Sexual assault prevention and treatment following sexual assault may strengthen HIV prevention efforts. 
Participants exhibited high rates of traumatic experiences, PTSD, depression, alcohol consumption, and HIV risk behaviors. For men, PTSD was associated with being hit by a sex partner, physical child abuse, sexual child abuse and HIV diagnosis; depression was associated with being hit by a sex partner, forced sex and physical child abuse. For women, both PTSD and depression were associated with being hit by a sex partner, forced sex, and physical child abuse. Unprotected sexual intercourse was associated with age, frequency and quantity of alcohol use, drug use, and PTSD for men and frequency and quantity of alcohol use, depression, and PTSD for women.  

If sexual minority men suffer from a syndemic that is working to drive HIV risk, we must question why MSM are at greater risk than other populations of men and examine what might be driving the syndemic condition among sexual minority men. Young men's development is influenced by many contextual factors, including socioeconomics, race/ethnicity, and familial variables. However, sociocultural pressures, including the pressure to meet socially valued masculinity forms (not the least of which includes heterosexuality) also affect the development and behavioral patterns of MSM. Masculine socialization stress results from the “shaming and other punishment of gay males for failing to achieve masculine ideals. This gender role-related stress occurs through overt homophobia, such as hate crimes and the use of derogatory language, and in more institutionalized and subtle forms, such as the recent proliferation of so-called promarriage legislation.
