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Intodution Method

Gay men in AIDS epicenters have
made substantial risk reduction behavior
changes.1-5 However, these changes are
difficult for many individuals to sustain.
One third of homosexual men in Chicago
who successfully initiate risk reduction
later resume high-risk practices6,7 Cross-
sectional studies indicate that 30% to40%
of gay men in other cities still report en-
gaging in unprotected anal intercourse in
a given 3-month period.8-10 Relapse is a
concern even among gay men enrolled in
San Francisco AIDS behavioral research
cohorts, presumably one of the most
AIDS-sensitized samples in the United
States."1

Homosexual men who continue to
engage in high-risk sex even occasionally
are in great danger of contracting HIV in-
fection. Gay men in large cities who have
unprotected receptive anal intercourse
with a single partner over 1 year are three
times more likely to seroconvert than men
who refrain from this activity and, with
five partners, are 18 times more likely to
develop HIV infection.12 While lapses are
the rule rather than the exception follow-
ing initiation ofchange in all health behav-
ior areas,13-'5 we were aware of no other
population or health area where there is
such a small margin for error and where
even infrequent lapses carry such poten-
tially grave health consequences.

Risk behavior relapse among gay
men is predicted by younger age, lower
education level, excessive intoxicant use,
frequency of past risk behavior with mul-
tiple partners, and high reported past en-
joyment associated with risky practic-
es.81",'6,'7 The present study more closely
evaluated specific situational and social
context factors surrounding risk behavior
lapses as well as the coping strategies used
by gay men who report successfully re-
sisting high-risk behavior urges.

Subjects
Subjects were 406 men who patron-

ized gay bars and 64 men who attended
social meetings ofgay organizations in the
spring of 1990 in four cities: Memphis,
Tenn, Tampa, Fla, Mobile, Ala, and Bing-
hamton, NY. Approximately 75% ofmen
who were approached agreed to answer
questions anonymously. The mean age of
respondents was 31.0 years (SD=8.6) and
the mean education level was 14.9 years
(SD=2.2); 91% of the sample was White
and 9% was Black, Hispanic, or of other
racial or ethnic backgrounds. The city
samples did not differ significantly in de-
mographic characteristics.

Measures
Respondents described their sexual

behavior over the preceding 6 months in-
cluding frequency and number of partners
for unprotected anal intercourse, both re-
ceptive and insertive. Forty-two percent
of men who engaged in unprotected anal
intercourse were the insertive partner,
35% the receptive partner, and 23% were
both insertive and receptive during their
most recent behavior. Multivariate analy-
sis of variance revealed no significant dif-
ference between those who were the in-
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sertive vs receptive partner in importance
ratings for lapse situation items, so the in-
sertive and receptive groups were com-
bined for all data analyses. Theywere also
questioned about number of partners and
frequency for anal intercourse using con-

doms and about safer sex practices with-
out penetration such as mutual masturba-
tion and frottage (body rubbing). In
addition, all men reported whether they
presently had condoms in their pocket,
car, and home.

Respondents who reported engaging
in unprotected anal intercourse in the pre-
vious 6 months ("lapsers," n=209, 45% of
the sample) described, for the most recent
occurrence of high-risk behavior, exclu-
sivity of relationship with the partner,
knowledge of own and partner's HIV se-
rostatus, difficulty in maintaining safer sex
practices, and percentage of anal inter-
course occasions when condoms were
used in the previous year. These men then
rated the importance of 21 situational fac-
tors associated with the most recent oc-
casion of high-risk behavior. As Table 1
shows, these items assessed environmen-
tal and setting factors, feelings toward the
partner, coercion, physiological and emo-
tional state, management ofsudden urges,
and self-control.

A second set of men were those who
reported successfully resisting temptation
to engage in unprotected anal intercourse
in the previous 6 months ("resisters,"
n=116, 24% of the sample). (Men who re-
ported no occurrence of unprotected anal
intercourse and no temptation to engage in
the practice were not studied here.) This
group of men rated the importance of 21
coping strategies that may have been used
on the most recent occasionwhen high-risk
urges were resisted. Table 2 lists these
items, which include risk reduction self-
prompts; environmental modifications; ac-
tive use of alternative behaviors; cognitive
statements emphasizing benefits, fears, or
beliefs of personal efficacy; and social ex-
pectations to avoid risk.

Results
As Table 3 shows, men reporting

high-risk behavior were younger than
those who reported resisting unsafe sex
urges, had less education, and had had
more male sexual partners in the previous
6 months. Groups were comparable in re-
porting having condoms in their pocket,
car, or home and reported similar diffi-
culty levels for remaining safe during sex.

Table 1 presents the mean impor-
tance rating for each situational descriptor
associated with high-risk behavior bymen
who reported lapses, ranked from most to
least important. Factors most critical to
lapseswere positive emotional feelings for
the partner, wishing to please the partner,
not having condoms nearby at the time of
sex, becoming "caught up in passion of
the moment," and negative connotations
about condom use. As Table 2 shows,
menwho resisted high-risk urges reported
the following as their most important cop-
ing strategies: cognitive reminders to re-
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main safe during sex, self-statements re-
garding fear and avoiding worry,
identifying the benefits of safety and good
health, and experience and competence in
actively guiding safer sex.

To examine the context of high-risk
episodes, relationship status and serostatus
knowledge between partners were also ex-
plored. Most high-risk activity (57%) took
place between nonexclusive and casual
partners; 43% occurred with partners de-
scribed as exclusive, although the mean
duration of the relationships was only 12.5
months. Table 4 shows the distribution for
high-risk behavior in relation to knowledge
of one's own and one's partner's HIV se-
rostatus. Nearly half of the respondents
who engaged in high-risk behavior had no

knowledge of their partner's HIV serosta-
tus; an additional 31% reported that the
partner simply said he was HIV negative.
In less than 18% of instances did respon-
dents report first-hand knowledge of part-
ner's HIV-negative status and, even when
high-risk behavior occurred with a partner
descnrbed as exclusive, two thirds of these
men said they did not know both their own
and their partner's serostatus. In general,
knowledge of one's own negative status
was related to a greater likelihood of in-
quiring about a partner's HIV status.

wiscusion
Nearly one halfofrespondents in this

sample had engaged in unprotected anal

intercourse in the previous 6 months, usu-
ally with nonexclusive partners of un-
known HIV serostatus. Even men who
engaged in high-risk behavior appeared
cognizant of risk: well over 80% said they
had condoms at home and lapsers used
condoms almost half the time. In addition
to the association of risk behavior with
affectionate feelings toward the partner
and spontaneity of risky sexual practices,
a large proportion of lapsers accepted
partner claims of negative HIV status or
their own past negative result. Among
persons who continue to engage in high-
riskbehavior, past negativeHIV results of
selfor partner, even ifaccurate, carry little
current protective value. Approaches are
needed that better prepare gay men to an-
ticipate and handle lapse temptations,
counter misconceptions that may perpet-
uate vulnerability to lapses, and stress the
importance of maintaining consistent be-
havior change. These results indicate that
resistance to lapses is related to active use
of cognitive self-guidance, recall of both
AIDS fears and safety benefits, and expe-
rience in safer sex. Although the current
study is limited by its use of a convenience
sample of unknown generalizability, re-
spondent self-reports of behavior, and
analysis only of "within-group" patterns,
it highlights the need for further study of
ways to prevent risk lapses in populations
vulnerable to HIV infection. El
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