By Liz Massey

The first glimpse at a new report on what affects HIV prevention
service utilization among gay, bisexual and other men who have sex
with men (MSM) in central Arizona reveals that life events have a
great deal of power to spur such men to use the HIV prevention ser-
vices of local AIDS service organizations (ASOs).

At a preliminary presentation to representatives of local ASOs
and others May 22, Dave Huebner, co-principal investigator of the
“Heads Up” research team and a Ph.D. candidate with Arizona State
University’s Department of Psychology, said that “cues to action” —
which included events such as a friend engaging in risky sexual
behavior, beginning or ending a relationship, or having a friend test
HIV-positive — were the only factors exerting a statistically signifi-
cant influence on the men in the sample in terms of actually using
HIV-prevention services.

“Only these events provided the motivation for men to actually
use the services,” he said.

The Heads Up study, which will be finalized later this month, was
funded by the Community Planning Group. The Heads Up team was
selected in 1998 through a competitive proposal process, and
researchers have spent the last two-and-a-half years working on the
project.

The study is ground-
breaking because it is one of
the first surveys to focus on
barriers and incentives to
accessing HIV-prevention
services, Huebner said. He
attributed the lack of
research in this area before
this point as part of the evolution of the AIDS pandemic.

“Looking at how people get to the services has been a luxury
before this point,” he said. “The first wave of research questioned
why people engaged in risky behaviors; the second wave of research
tested risk-reduction programs. Now we can take the next step of
finding out who ASOs are reaching and how they can do better.”

After an initial round of interviews with ASO representatives and
focus groups with MSM from the local community, the research
team developed a 13-page survey with more than 250 questions.
Investigators gathered surveys from 709 men in Gila, Pinal and
Maricopa County, with special effort to include such traditionally
hard-to-reach populations as men under age 22, rural men, men of
color and IV drug users.

According to Huebner, who worked with fellow investigators Rae
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Jean Proescholdbell, Carol Nemeroff and Diana Formoso, the team
asked survey respondents if they were engaging in risky sexual
behavior, defined as unprotected receptive or insertive anal sex with
a non-monogamous partner, or in a monogamous relationship of
less than six months. Rates of sexual risk were high across all age
groups, never dropping below 33 percent, and men under age 25 and
Latino men had especially high rates of risky sexual behavior, with
risk rates well over 50 percent for those subgroups. The study found
that 84 percent of the sample had been tested for HIV at least once
in their lives, with 31 percent reporting having been tested in the last
six months. Of those tested, 15 percent were HIV-positive.

The survey asked respondents what had a positive or negative
influence on whether they planned to use a prevention service. A fol-
low-up survey of respondents six months later provided informa-
tion on what had influenced them to actually use the services.

Only key life events seemed to have the power for survey respon-
dents to positively influence their actual use of services ranging from
printed information and one-on-one counseling to peer support
groups and becoming a volunteer. Factors which negatively influ-
enced respondents’ plans to use services in the near future included
personal discomfort with ASO settings or other conditions and neg-
ative expectations about accessing HIV-related services.

Researchers found that gay bars, a common ASO outreach loca-
tion, were an appropriate place to continue prevention work, as 57
percent of the subgroup of men having high-risk sex reported
spending time there. However, Huebner said, the team also found
that if an ASO added one
additional outreach location
to its agenda, whether it be on
the Internet, at sex clubs, or at
adult bookstores, the propor-
tion of high-risk MSM being
reached increased to nearly
three-quarters of that group.

For minority MSM, however, the picture was slightly different.
Huebner said many high-risk minority MSM met their sexual part-
ners in more informal settings, such as through friends and at par-
ties. Prevention programs that emphasized word-of-mouth dissem-
ination of information, such as through a well-respected member of
that minority group, were something the Heads Up team felt might
work for non-white gays, he said.

Another interesting finding from the survey was that 51 percent
of the subgroup that had taken an HIV test got tested at their per-
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PARTICIPANTS:
709 gay, bisexual and other men who have sex with men (MSM).
Residents of Maricopa, Pinal and Gila counties.
92 men under 22, 21 rural residents, 16 IV drug users.

SEXUAL Risk TAKING
High across all age groups, never dropping below 33 percent.
More than half of all men ages 22-25 reported sexually risky behavior.
Nearly two-thirds of Latino MSM reported risky sex behavior.

HIV TEesTING
84 percent of sample had taken at least one HIV test.
Of those tested, 15 percent were HIV-positive.
51 percent of those tested were tested at a private physician’s office.

Of those not tested, one-third indicated they were afraid of the result.

HIV PREVENTION SERVICE USAGE
Personal discomfort negatively impacted plans to use some services.
Positive expectations about services encouraged plans to get tested for HIV.
Life experiences (“cues to action”) positively impacted actual use of

prevention services.

ECHO

[50]

JUNE 7, 2001



