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Abstract

Resilience theory has been suggested as a strong framework for research on HIV prevention
among men who have sex with men (MSM). Among this population, literature indicates that
African American/Black MSM are particularly vulnerable to health and social disparities
associated with HIV transmission risk. Conceptualizing resilience as a part of one’s social
environment, this qualitative study investigates the specific elements of resilience, and the
associated contexts and relationships, among a sample of 21 substance-using African American/
Black MSM. Data indicate that: 1) elements contributing to resilience are multiple and co-
occurring, including inner strengths, social relationships, diversity of experience, religion/
spirituality, altruism, and creativity; 2) as an element of resilience, social support was experienced
differently among men who did and did not have supportive relationships with other gay and
bisexual men, which has implications for social service provision and intervention approaches;
and 3) diversity of experiences and relationships is an important influencing factor on expressions
of resilience. Social services or interventions that facilitate the development of these elements of
resilience will likely be especially beneficial for vulnerable African American/Black MSM.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last 40 years, a great body of literature has theorized the concept of resilience in
which consensus has built around that idea that resilience is a dynamic process wherein
individuals are capable of positive adaptation or resistance, recovery, coping, and success
within the context of adversity (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000; Masten, 2001). The
process of positive adaptation occurs through protective factors, or assets and resources that
facilitate a positive outcome for individuals exposed to risk (Wright & Masten, 2006). Thus,
in order for individuals to be resilient, they must have experienced some form of risk and
utilized protective factors in order to adapt positively (Kolar, 2011). While risk exists for
everyone, and risk factors need to be assessed, the emphasis of resilience research is on
protective or enabling factors (Obrist, Pfeiffer, & Henley, 2010).
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Using a framework more closely aligned with anthropology, recent literature advances the
idea that resilience is also a quality of an individual’s social environment (Liebenberg &
Ungar, 2009). Building on this perspective, resilience has recently been defined as, “the
process of harnessing biological, psychosocial, structural, and cultural resources to sustain
wellbeing,” (Panter-Brick & Leckman, 2013, p. 333), while at the same time resilience is a
process in which one is actively interacting with his or her environment (Southwick,
Bonanno, Masten, Panter-Brick, & Yehuda, 2014). A social ecological perspective on
resilience seeks to identify the context, relationships, and processes that create positive
growth, in addition to understanding how agency and resourcefulness allow individuals to
seek out necessary resources and call for resources to be provided in culturally meaningful
ways (Liebenberg & Ungar, 2009; Ungar, 2011). Thus, resilience researchers must identify
when, how, and for whom do specific resources matter (Panter-Brick, 2014) in order to
develop effective interventions and social services to maximize positive growth and
development (Luthar & Brown, 2007).

Recently, men who have sex with men (MSM) have been receiving much attention with
regard to resilience in the context of HIV prevention, because of the multiple HIV-related
health and social disparities experienced by this population (Herrick, Stall, Goldhammer,
Egan, & Mayer, 2014; Kubicek et al., 2009; Kubicek, McNeeley, Holloway, Weiss, &
Kipke, 2013; Kurtz, Buttram, Surratt, & Ron, 2012). Moreover, literature indicates that
African American/Black MSM experience greater rates of health and social disparities than
other MSM, including HIV incidence, substance use, victimization and gang involvement,
incarceration, and poor physical health (Garofalo, 2010; Harawa, 2008; Hatfield, Horvath,
Jacoby, & Rosser, 2009; Mays, Cochran, & Zamudio, 2004; Prejean et al., 2011; Tobin,
2011). Furthermore, structural homophobia is well documented within African American
society (Diaz, Peterson, & Choi, 2008) and it has been suggested that health inequalities
among African American/Black MSM, such as HIV infection and victimization, may be
attributed to homophobia and stigma within African American society (Harawa, 2008; Mays
et al., 2004).

Conceptualizing resilience as a part of one’s social environment, this qualitative study
investigates resilience among a sample of substance-using African American/Black MSM.
Data from in-depth interviews describe the multiple and various elements that contribute to
resilience among this population. Furthermore, data explain how resilience resources are co-
occurring and interwoven in the men’s lives. Specificially, this study is guided by the
research question: what are the elements of resilience that are available and accessible to
substance-using African American/Black MSM.

METHODS
Project ROOM Procedures

Qualitative interviews were conducted with African American/Black MSM recruited from
among participants in a two-armed randomized controlled behavioral intervention trial,
Project ROOM. This study tested the efficacy of a novel four session small group sexual and
substance use risk reduction intervention compared to an enhanced efficacious HIV risk-
reduction counseling condition targeting high risk not-in-treatment MSM substance users in
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Miami-Ft. Lauderdale, Florida. See Kurtz, Stall, Buttram, Surratt, & Chen (2013) for a full
description of the study procedures, assessments, interventions, and outcomes. Men eligible
for Project ROOM were 18-55; reported unprotected anal intercourse with a non-
monogamous partner(s) during the past 90 days; and met one or more of three substance use
inclusion criteria during the past 30 days: binge drinking (5 or more drinks) at least three
times, using marijuana on 20 or more days, or using any other drug at least three times.

Qualitative Data

The current study uses newly collected qualitative data to answer the research question. In-
depth interviews conducted by the author allowed for the collection of rich data, which were
unable to be obtained during Project ROOM study assessments. Qualitative interviews were
guided by a semi-structured protocol asking about life history, social environment, self-
perception of risk, and assets and resources. Each interview lasted approximately 90 minutes
and took place in a private office. Participants were compensated $50 for their time and
travel expenses. Research protocols were approved by the Institutional Review Boards at
Nova Southeastern University and Florida International University.

Project ROOM assessments included measures of demographics, substance use, sexual
behavior, syndemic conditions, and social support. Men included in the present study were
not significantly different from the other African American/Black MSM on these measures,
which have been presented elsewhere (Buttram & Kurtz, 2015; Buttram, Kurtz, & Surratt,
2013; Kurtz et al., 2013). Project ROOM included 108 African American/Black MSM at
baseline, of which 85.2% (N=92) completed the 12 month follow-up assessment. All 12
month completers were eligible to participate in the present qualitative study if they were
able to be contacted through phone or e-mail. All contacted men agreed to participate. In
total, 21 (22.8%) BMSM Project ROOM completers participated in qualitative interviews.

Present Study Procedures

Qualitative interviews were conducted between May and August, 2013. A semi-structured
interview protocol was used for the interviews, in which an interview guide was followed to
ensure that all necessary topics were covered during the interview. The semi-structured
interview guide was developed with a focus on the social environment and resources (social,
economic, and cultural) that are available and accessible to these men and self-descriptions
of resilience. Semi-structured interviewing allows for some flexibility so that respondents
are provided the space to express themselves in their own terms and at their own pace
(Bernard, 2011). Using this flexibility, the interviews were conversational in style with
topics from the interview guide being discussed as they naturally occurred during the
conversation, rather than maintaining a fixed interview format.

All qualitative interviews were digitally audio-recorded. During the data collection process,
a data accounting log was used to track all collected data. A contact summary form collected
basic information about each participant, in addition to describing and summarizing the most
salient themes discussed during each interview (Miles, Huberman, & Saldafia, 2014).
Interviews were transcribed by an independent transcriptionist and reviewed for accuracy by

J Hum Behav Soc Environ. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 February 01.



1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Buttram

Analyses

Results

Page 4

the first author. Transcribed interviews were entered into ATLAS.ti version 7 software for
data management, coding, and analysis.

A grounded theory framework guided the data analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). In this
method, the coding process is inductive and grounded in participants’ voices. Each interview
produces key concepts which are later linked together and analyzed in order to form formal
theories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Bernard, 2011).

Upon completion and transcription of each interview, preliminary codes were created by the
first author using descriptive and in vivo coding schemes. While descriptive codes use words
or short phrases to summarize passages of data, in vivo codes use actual language from
participants to name concepts and themes (Saldafia, 2013). In addition, extensive analytic
memos were written after each participant was interviewed and after each interview was
coded. Analytic memos were also written throughout the coding process to reflect on code
choices, emergent themes and patterns, and conceptual models. Following the last
participant interview, all transcribed interviews were coded for a second time to ensure that
all coding was consistent throughout the dataset. Data collection was a cyclical process in
which codes and memos were used to guide subsequent interviews, coding, and memo
writing, as advocated by Saldafia (2013) and Glaser and Strauss (1967). Next, the data were
themed (Saldafia, 2013), in which the final set of codes and their meanings were transformed
into longer and more descriptive themes in order to organize recurrent meanings and
patterns. Themes and definitions of themes were constantly compared across interviews to
ensure consistency and reliability; validity was ensured through the use of thick, rich
descriptions of data (Creswell, 2009).

Participants ranged in age from 20 to 52 (mean 40.8). Of the 21 participants, 20 (95.2%)
completed 12 or more years of education, 5 (23.8%) were employed full-time, and 8
(38.1%) experienced homelessness during the past year. Eleven men (52.4%) were HIV-
positive. At baseline assessment during participation in the original study, behaviors during
the past 90 days included an average of 32.2 days high, 16.3 anal sex partners, and 25.1
unprotected anal sex times.

Inner Strengths

The most frequently mentioned elements of resilience were coded as “inner strengths.” This
category consists of individual attitudes, values, and behaviors, in addition to lessons learned
from experiences of hard work and negative situations. During the interviews men described
their inner strengths as simply part of who they are, “embedded,” or “inside” of themselves.
Descriptions included, “strong-willed,” “independent,” “having a strong work ethic,”
“intuition,” “strength,” “humility,” “maotivation to succeed,” and a desire to learn. The title
“inner strength” signifies that these assets come from inside of the individual and are
utilized as a result of individual agency, though they may be influenced by external factors.
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A prominent sub-theme was that though bad things happen in life, men can be happy with
the good things in life and work toward fixing the bad things. One older man from Miami
described having a philosophy of “life is good,” which energized him and made him
remember that he is happy with himself. He went on to say that even if he doesn’t have a job
or if bad things happen in life, he remembers that life is good and that, “You can only do but
so much. If something happens, you can only do “‘A,” ‘B,” and ‘C,” so go get to doing “‘A.” If
that doesn’t work, get to doing ‘B,” and if that doesn’t work, get to doing ‘C,” and that’s all
you can do.” Another respondent from North Miami said that, “You’ll never have it right in
life. Just do what you have to do to take care of this situation and take care of that situation,
and live that day, and then, go to the next day. If that same situation is there, deal with it
again.” A young man from Miami’s Liberty City neighborhood compared his approach to
life to a game of chess, in which he is thinking three moves ahead and looking for how to
take care of himself now and for the next couple of years.

A sub-theme is the notion that hard work and previous experiences can build and strengthen
a person’s inner strengths. One young man from South Miami described learning a lot about
himself and about life while training 20 hours per week in “blood, sweat, and tears,” for
dance competitions. An older participant from Miami’s Overtown neighborhood told about
his childhood, saying, “daily chores of feeding the chickens, pulling weeds out of the
garden,” and said that, “it builds integrity.” Still another man from South Miami described
living in his own place and having to work from a very young age. These examples are
illustrative of the ways in which men describe their life experiences as shaping their lives
and, by extension, their inner strengths.

Life experiences, especially negative ones, were also important in developing inner strengths
for these men. Describing his experiences of homophaobia, one older man from Miami
realized how strong he actually is and said, “I’ve been through some difficult situations, and
I’ve survived them all alone. I’ve been through some things, and 1’ve wandered them by
myself, and | couldn’t tell nobody, and I didn’t.” A young man from downtown Miami said
that after going through his “dark phase” he had to “humble” himself and begin to rebuild
his life. Doing so taught him that he is capable of such resilient actions and knows that
everything is “cool” and will be okay. Similarly, one young man told about his experiences
being on probation, after which he had to work hard to rebuild his reputation. He says, “One
of the things that | learned is that people can change.” An older man from Miami said that,
“If something was considered a mistake, it’s a learning lesson, you know, where | try not to
do it again. I point blank learn from it.” Still other men noted the ways in which they started
with nothing and “carved out a nice life” or learned to have a positive attitude after a bad
work relationship with a coworker. These experiences, though different from person to
person, further illustrate the ways in which inner strengths were developed and utilized
individually, even if influenced by other social environmental elements.

Social Relationships

Social relationships are also important elements of resilience. A majority of 15 men
described their social support networks as being made up of either family members or non-
gay friends. One young man from Miami said of his friendships, “A lot of them was people
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that | always had, but | was too high to see it. If | get into a financial bind, | have friends that
I can call on, and even if they can’t help me, at least they can get me a good solution.” An
older man from Miami, upon dealing with this substance use issues, realized that his biggest
resource was the woman he works with. She encouraged him to reduce his drug use and
included him in her family functions. In addition, through this process he began to become
closer to his mother and brother. A similar experience occurred with another man who
described finding social support among a pastor and outreach workers at a local ministry. He
said, “They, like, see something in me that I couldn’t see in myself. | have somebody too,
you know, if I should ever need it.”

Many men also described forming closer connections to family members. An older man
from Miami began to get closer to his brother and nephews who help him out with his health
issues and living situation. A man from Ft. Lauderdale described a similar experience with a
family member who continually checks on him, makes sure his basic needs are met, and is
there for him in times of need. A Miami man said that now, “My sister and mom, they’re my
resources.” A man from Ft. Lauderdale stated that his sister has his back and that, “If things
really got haywire in any point in my life, | know whatever it took, my sister would be there,
as well as | would be there for her.”

Several other men stated that their social support is largely found among friendships that
they have maintained for many years. “A couple of straight friends of mine, I’ve had them
for a long time. They know that I’m gay; they know my status; they know everything else.
I’ve been friends with them for so long it seems like it would be impossible to get rid of
them now (laughs),” said one man. Two other men mentioned long-term friendships that
have been supportive. As one said, “I have a good number of friends. Financial support,
emotional support, talking back and forth, but you know, I mean, my social network is solid,
| find. These are friends I’ve made over the years.”

One additional respondent described the importance of a childhood role model:

The thing that turned me around was my neighbor, and she worked in corporate
America and so she used to take me and my brother downtown, and her friends
were professional people. And so | saw these, and this was my first time really
seeing professional people, and you know being in a business environment and
seeing all of that, I thought it was really exciting, the tall buildings. You know me,
I'm an African American man and you know seeing Black men in suits and, you
know, and meeting the presidents of companies and mangers, you know, seeing all
of these positive people I'm like, “Wow!” “Wow!” This is what | want.

From his account, one can see the importance of the relationship with his neighbor. Her
actions introduced a new and diverse social environment. As a result, his aspiration to attain
the same success facilitated the development of his inner strengths.

Unlike the respondents above, four men stated that a greater share of their social support
was from gay friendships. Two men from Ft. Lauderdale who described their social support
as a product of having a large core group of friends. Moreover, two men from Miami said
they had supportive friendships that offered both financial and emotional support. One man
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from Ft. Lauderdale described how he made friends and connections with other gay men and
as a result, “we have this core group of, like, maybe like 12 of us, and we get together for
holidays, and if it’s one of our birthdays, we pick a restaurant and go out and we celebrate.
We’ll go dancing once in a while. We go to the film festivals.” Another man from Ft.
Lauderdale described it as, “a good place to be at, out of the closet, and a lot of social
network going on, and a lot of things to do. You know they weren’t against that, and you
know, celebrated the gay lifestyle.” One young man who grew up in Miami’s Liberty City
neighborhood said that he has many gay friends that he is close to, and he developed them
after moving to Ft. Lauderdale to “redefine” himself. He also stated, “I still have
relationships with my cousins and with some of my friends from back in the old
neighborhood, but we just don’t meet quite as often.

Frequently discussed during the interviews was the diversity of people, experiences, places,
and knowledge that heavily influenced men’s lives. A majority of 13 men reported some
form of diversity in their lives both in the past and in the present. One older man from
Miami Beach said that his father was an airline pilot, which necessitated that the family
moved often to many states. He went on to describe how much he liked travelling and such
different places from the Deep South to the Mid-West. He says now that diversity is still
present in his life because he mingles with many different types of people.

Another man, who grew up in Massachusetts, described his neighborhood as racially/
ethnically diverse, however, his was one of only three Black families in his town. That
experience, he says, influences who he is today, “I wanna go to Europe. | wanna go to the
hood sometimes. When 1’m feeling hoodish, I’ll go to Opa Locka. When I’'m feeling
European, I’m gonna go to Europe. You go out, expand your mind and meet different
people, have different ideas, have different discussions.”

A man from Miami Beach grew up in a part of Southern California that was “very mixed
and diversified.” He continued, “There can be racial tensions. There can be socioeconomic
tensions. There can be political tensions when you mix a bunch of people together and |
think it had its challenges, but I think there are more advantages than disadvantages.” The
exposure has made him more open to new things and ideas, and as a result, he traveled and
worked abroad for several years, “Traveling around the world gave me a lot of confidence in
my abilities of what I can and cannot do.”

For men raised in South Florida, the exposure to diverse social networks, experiences,
places, and knowledge was somewhat different. A South Miami man described his family’s
strong church involvement and mission activities as key to his diverse experiences. He said,
“l was cross-cultured. My parents had us with different ethnicities so | got to be with a lot of
different kinds of people.” Looking back, this respondent is able to see the value and
uniqueness of his upbringing compared to others in his neighborhood:

Well the funny thing is I never thought that there was a difference, in with people,
but I found out there was. Because, uh, people in the neighborhood was, ‘who those
people coming to your house’ or stuff like that. And I never thought it was a big
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deal until I was growing up and | was like, ‘Oh my God there is a difference. A lot
of people didn’t have what we had. A lot of things a lot of other people didn’t do,
we did.

For some men, their diverse experiences were a result of participation in the armed forces,
which brought them to live not only in other states, such as Oklahoma and South Carolina,
but also overseas in Germany and the Netherlands. Men described, “learning a lot about
other people,” and understanding more of the world. In addition to making some lifelong
friends, men said they gained, “strength” and “discipline” during their military service.

For others, exposure to diversity was present early on. Two older men described going to
integrated schools. Said one man, “It really gave me a broader perspective of people, you
know, to see that we’re not all the same. It really taught me that people are different.” A
young man from South Miami also grew up in a community that was racially/ethnically
mixed, which is evident in his current social relationships. One veteran had spent time in
Turkey, Texas, and Key West, Florida. In part due to his experience, he says, “Why | love
Miami so much is because of the diversity.” Thus, his social network is heavily influenced
by his desire to maintain diverse social connections.

A minority of 5 men described having more connection to gay social networks and the gay
community, which in themselves are diverse experiences not generally present in the lives of
a majority of the respondents. One man from Ft. Lauderdale described his travel experiences
in which he visited San Francisco and was exposed to an openly gay environment. This
influenced his decision to live in the Ft. Lauderdale suburb of Wilton Manors, a well-known
gay enclave. Another young man told of his employment in the construction industry that
required travel all over the country for months at a time. He says that this job, in part,
inspired him to also move to Ft. Lauderdale and make connections with the gay community.

Religion/Spirituality
Religion/spirituality was mentioned by 12 men as being a key part of their lives.
Respondents’ comments indicate that religion/spirituality is an internal asset that men draw
on to be resilient and at the same time, it is also an external resource, especially when a
church or religious organization, offers needed assistance to vulnerable men. Many
discussions of religion/spirituality began with childhood, as many men reported some sort of
religious upbringing. Such an upbringing had an influence on the development of men’s
inner strengths and the use of inner strengths later in life. One older man from Miami said:

Upbringing in the church makes me hold on to my values and what | feel
concerning me. | knew how to pray and the values that were instilled in my, you
know, as a child that | found were useful as I got out in the world on my own. |
learned to have regards for other people and their feelings, and for people in
general. | learned how to go through things.

Another described a similar experience with religious upbringing and said, “When | became
an adult it was, you know, it wasn’t just church. | had a relationship with God. I had
experiences with God where, you know, he brought me out of things, made peace. He

J Hum Behav Soc Environ. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 February 01.



1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Buttram

Altruism

Page 9

helped me make peace with a lot of things in my life. My faith has always been strong and,
you know, believing | can overcome anything.”

In fact, inner strengths stemming from religious/spiritual experiences were common. A
Miami man said that through prayer he is able to put things into perspective. Another man
from Miami stated that, “What has really carried me through life is my faith. Even dealing
with the HIV and all, it has kept me going.” A young man from South Miami noted that
prayer and reflection are things he needs and that, “It helps you keep it moving.” For two
men, though they aren’t actively engaged in religious/spiritual activities currently, just
knowing that God loves them has a positive effect on their abilities to cope with problems.
Said one of the men, “In my mind, God made me, you know, and he knew what he was
doing when he made me. He knew | was gay before | knew | was gay and they say God
doesn’t make any mistakes.”

Respondents also described religion/spirituality as an external resource that they actively
seek out. For some, it is a resource to assist in coping with problems. A man from Miami
described his most recent experience this way, “I went on Sunday. When | got home it was
so peaceful. I went there and I just listened and you think, your problems are not as big as
you think they are. It helps you clear your head and say, ‘Okay, now | know what’s really
important.” And | needed that on Sunday.” One Ft. Lauderdale man said, “Well I’m really
stressed right now and so | really would like to go and get back involved in church.”
Another man also stated that he wanted to become more involved in church as an usher or
choir member in part because of what he could learn from it in dealing with life.

Several other men mentioned more tangible resources that religion/spiritually offer. One
older man from Miami’s Overtown neighborhood told about his struggles with food
insecurity and at times, homelessness. The church he visits provides him with food, items he
needs, and assisted him in finding a place to live. He says, “When you give God praises,
then he gives you blessings. | feel that, you know, because of me going to that church, not
particularly to eat, but just to give God praises for the food that they will be giving later, and
the help that we’re given, that | got my place a lot faster.” As mentioned above, a Ft.
Lauderdale man credits the outreach of a local ministry with helping him secure social
support, which led to him finding a job and secure living situation. A Miami man describes
members from his church recommending books to guide him and help him deal with
problems, in addition to counseling services. Another Miami man also mentions that he
seeks out motivational reading, in addition to watching religious programs on television and
using religious-based applications on his mobile phone for support.

Besides social support and religion/spirituality, men also describe seeking resources in
which to help others. Six men expressed such a desire and most of them are actively
engaged in some form of altruistic venture. Using skills they already possess, one man from
Miami is searching out shelters and soup kitchens in order to serve as a cook, while another
man realized he had a desire to teach and currently offers free computer and writing classes
at a neighborhood community center. A third respondent from Ft. Lauderdale has completed
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the training necessary to volunteer at an animal shelter and is currently scheduled to go to
orientation.

For two other men, their desires to help others stem from their own experiences of adversity.
An older man said that following his HIV diagnosis in the 1990s he decided to get involved
in the HIV community by volunteering as an HIV tester and peer counselor. Another young
man said, “I would like to be in a place where maybe I can prevent someone from going
through some of the things that 1’ve had to go through to learn, what, you know, | know
now. That’s one of my aspirations is just to be able to help someone else from going through
some of the shit that the world has to dish at you.”

Men say that the wish to help others comes not only from their own experiences, but also
because it is an innate desire. Through their volunteer efforts, respondents have also seen
benefits in the form of additional social connections, an increase is business opportunities,
and positive feelings generated from their efforts.

Creative Outlet

In addition to finding benefits in helping others, men in the study also reported that having a
creative outlet was a positive part of their lives. Five men reported using poetry, design,
photography, fashion, and dance as a way to express themselves and feel good. One young
man, who has published three books, said, “I think I would go mad if | can’t express myself
in some form of writing.” Another man stated that he is “very creative” and credits his
ability to decorate and help others organize and design their homes to watching his mother
do similar work in the church growing up. A third man described his love of photography in
high school and now, in his early 40s, he has picked it up again. He says, “It’s kind of like a
second chance to do it again. You don’t have to really talk, and you just visualize a form of
art and click the camera, and | like doing that.” For all of these men, doing something
creative now only allows them to express themselves, but it also as way for them to spend
their time productively.

DISCUSSION

The primary elements of resilience, as described during the interviews were inner strengths,
social relationships, diversity of experience, religion/spirituality, altruism, and creativity.
The data were themed in order to illustrate the distinct elements of resilience. Yet, men’s
discussions of resilience indicate that key elements are interwoven, with each one
contributing to a unified whole. Religion/spirituality is a key theme that illustrates how
elements of resilience are interwoven. For many men, the distinction between internal assets
and external resources was somewhat blurry. Men described the positive influence of
religion and spirituality on the development and utilization of inner strengths. At the same
time, religion and spirituality provides external resources for these men including social
support and relationships and basic needs.

Similarly, the influence of diversity is woven into the development and expression of
resilience. As is seen in the interviews, diversity allows men to see other ways of
understanding the world, and thus, not being so constrained by the political, economic, or

J Hum Behav Soc Environ. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 February 01.



1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnue Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Buttram

Page 11

social structures in which they are embedded. While diversity is not apparent in the literature
as an element of resilience, descriptions from men in the study indicate that it is an
important influencing factor in the development of resilience. Diversity plays a role in
drawing attention to and revealing the existence of resources, in addition to fostering
resourcefulness and agency necessary to obtain needed resources.

External resources, especially social relationships, were also key elements of resilience.
Sources of social support, however, varied somewhat among the respondents. Though a
small number of men described connections with other gay men, for a large majority of
respondents, supportive social relationships were found with non-gay individuals, such as
family members or co-workers. This difference could potentially be an important aspect in
the expression of resilience among MSM. The study of resilience must address the questions
of when, how, and for whom resources matter (Panter-Brick, 2014); thus, further study of
this phenomenon, comparing men who do and do not have supportive relationships with
other gay individuals, may generate useful information about the expression of resilience as
it relates to providing social services and developing interventions designed to facilitate
resilient outcomes. Such a study would be especially relevant given the recently proposed
hypothesis from HIV prevention researchers that connection to a sexual minority community
may be a key element of resilience for MSM (Herrick et al., 2014).

A small number of men expressed that their supportive social relationships were with other
gay or bisexual men. For these respondents, individual agency was expressed by seeking out
and making connections to the gay community and creating a social environment in which
their sexual orientation or same-sex behaviors could be freely disclosed. Thus, social
support was more accessible for these men in a culturally meaningful way than for other
men. Yet, future research on resilience among this population may do well to examine how
the expression of individual agency could be expanded to negotiate for structural changes
that contribute to health and social disparities. Such an approach would focus on the
availability of resources, such as culturally-meaningful social support, in addition to the
resourcefulness and agency of MSM to change their social environment (Panter-Brick,
2014). As has been noted by others, such a model that is focused on “changing the odds” in
one’s social environment is preferable to one in which individuals simply “beat the odds”
stacked against them (Panter-Brick 2014, p. 441; Ungar, 2008, pp. 220-221). Moreover,
understanding resilience in this way would likely benefit the development of structural
interventions or community approaches to ending the HIV epidemic among this population.

Resourcefulness and agency are suggested by the themes of altruism and creativity. Nearly a
third of men in this study described actively seeking opportunities to volunteer and
contribute, including HIV testing and counseling. In addition, five men specifically
discussed the importance of a creative outlet as keys to their health and well-being.
Leveraging MSM’s desires for altruistic or creative pursuits could also be important
foundations from which to build HIV prevention efforts and identify targets for structural or
community interventions.

This study has some limitations which must be noted. First, data presented are based on self-
report, and recall bias, interviewer effects, and social desirability bias are potential
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limitations. However, the use of a theoretically informed interview guide and strong rapport
between participant and interviewer likely mitigated these effects. Second, many men from
Project ROOM were unable to be contacted for the final qualitative interview which took
place more than a year following study completion. Thus, only men who had working phone
numbers or e-mail addresses were able to participate in the qualitative portion of the study
presented here. Finally, the men included in Project ROOM met specific substance use and
sexual risk behavior eligibility criteria. Thus, these findings may not be generalizable to
other populations of gay or bisexual men.

Data from African American/Black MSM in the study illustrate the many interwoven
elements of resilience present in their lives. Many elements are common and experienced
similarly among nearly all respondents. However, social support was experienced differently
among men who had supportive social relationships with other gay or bisexual men,
compared to men whose social supports were not gay or bisexual. This finding has important
implications for social services and/or interventions designed to promote the development of
resilience among this population. Furthermore, increasing opportunities for diverse
experiences for African American/Black MSM, as well as facilitating opportunities for
creative expression and altruistic actions will also likely benefit the development of
resilience among this population. Such approaches are critically important given the
structural health and social disparities faced by African American MSM.
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