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Background



Background

gbMSM:

• 3 time more likely to experience depression (Cox, 2006; King et al., 2008)

• More likely to experience suicidality (Brennan et al., 2010; Hottes, et al., 2016) 

• Since 2007 suicide has passed HIV as a leading cause of premature death 
(Hottes et al., 2015)

• Syndemic link has been demonstrated (Ferlatte et al., 2013)

• Rank mental health as one of their top health concerns— however, the majority 
of literature remains on sexual health behaviour and HIV (Lee et al., 2017) 



Research Questions

• How are gbMSM making sense of their mental health and mental health

needs?

• What are gbMSM’s decision-making processes and experiences accessing and

receiving mental health services and supports?



Methods

• 24 in-depth qualitative interviews with gbMSM living in Toronto

• Recruited from the Engage Study (relying on respondent driven-sampling in
Vancouver, Toronto and Montréal)

• Participants completed Engage survey and biomedical screening

• Email Recruitment Strategy:

• Consented to be contacted for additional studies

• Have had experiences dealing with mental health challenges (severe or less
severe, including issues with substances) and/or

• Have accessed or have tried to access services to address mental health needs

• Active Interviewing Style (Gubrium & Jaber, 1995)

• QSR NVivo and Grounded Theory



Participant Overview 

Table 2: HIV Related Descriptors Table 1 Socio-Demographics



Emergent Research Questions

• What do gbMSM’s narratives on their mental health and mental health service
access experiences tell us about how they are responding to/affected by HIV at
this moment in the epidemic?

• What are the implications of recent biomedical advances in HIV for these men’s
mental health experiences?



Emergent Research Questions



Evolving Landscape of HIV Prevention and Treatment

• Participants spoke optimistically about the overall health
benefits of recent HIV biomedical advances—PrEP,
undetectable viral load and treatment’s effect on the quality
of life for PLWH.

• Combination of PrEP, undetectability and better treatments
more significant than just any of these on their own.

“But I think with PEP and PrEP, and now the undetectable
being uninfectable or untransmissable, I just think things are
changed. I personally feel much more relaxed around the
disclosure [of being HIV-positive] part... It just doesn't seem to
be like, an issue now.”

(PLWH, 40s)



HIV and Mental Health in an Evolving Landscape

• Two “contradictory” discourses emerged both within individual narratives and across 
the sample:

1. HIV medications (for treatment and prevention) were discussed as having positive
effects on mental health

• Benefits largely discussed in terms of physical and sexual health with implicit
and sometimes explicit connections to mental health

• Differences based on serostatus

2. HIV medications were also discussed as having limited abilities to address the
mental health concerns and needs of our sample



(1) HIV medication’s positive effect on mental health: PLWH

Separation between HIV related health from mental health:

“Well, I don't really talk too much about HIV [with my psychotherapist]. I'm talking more
about why I have bad body image, why I, you know, panic at work sometimes, cause I
think I'm in trouble and going to lose my job. And just nothing like that's happening and
is it more other stuff.

And we do talk about sex and we do talk about relationships when I'm in a relationship
or whatnot.... But like, the HIV thing seems not to be what my main issues are for seeing
a psychotherapist. It's the other stuff.”

(PLWH, 40s)



Decreased anxiety, increased agency:

“Huge weight was lifted off my shoulders….But lately, or let's say since I started
PrEP, I don't know, I just felt a lot more in control …It's weird, but yeah, going on
PrEP just kind of gave me that empowerment to not be scared anymore, not
feeling like I had to be reckless.”

(PrEP User, 30s)

(1) HIV medication’s positive effect on mental health: PrEP User



(1) HIV medication’s positive effect on mental health: PrEP User

Reduced anxiety, PrEP as access point to a mental health support: 

“I can say right off the bat that I used to be a lot more anxious about sexual health
before I started PrEP and before I started seeing a doctor regularly. I would say that
seeing my doctor regularly actually is more comforting to me than the PrEP itself."

(PrEP User, 30s)

“I'm very grateful that I have it, because I realize – or at least when I started, I think
probably still now, I was in a minority of people who actually had legitimate access to it.
Now I think it does add a little bit to feelings of trapped-ness that I have around my job.”



Mental health not reducible to HIV and sexual health:

“I am HIV positive. I have been probably for 24 years. I've been on antivirals for 20 years
and have been very fortunate to have an undetectable viral load for 20 years. So my
immune system is, my doctor says, ‘normal’. Like my T count's like 1,000, so I've been
very lucky.

Mental health: it's up and down. I was diagnosed probably in my mid 20s. I thought I
kind of had anxieties, but they found out I probably have a mild case of bipolar. I can go
really up. I can go really down. I get some anxieties.”

(PLWH, 50s)

• Distinction between HIV and mental health as potentially masking how HIV affects 
mental health

(2) HIV Medication’s Limited Effects on Mental Health: PLWH 



Continued stigma and shame, especially for newly diagnosed:

“Well, I'm taking medication, so I'm undetectable. It's been not the most fun journey
psychologically. I think I'm still not dealing with it very well, or haven’t really learned to
accept it all that well.”

(PLWH, 30s)

“It's okay for other people to be HIV[-positive] and it's safe [to have sex with them]. I
mean we have the ‘U=U,’ and undetectable and all this stuff. I believe all that kind of
stuff. I just feel like. . . I just feel dirty. I feel like a pervert. A dirty old man.”

(PLWH, 50s)

(2) HIV Medication’s Limited Effects on Mental Health: PLWH 



(2) HIV Medication’s Limited Effects on Mental Health: PLWH 

Treatment side effects on mental health:

“I was on a pill called [HIV medication name]. Oh God the nightmares, the vivid
nightmares. I think power of thought might have led to the break-up between me and
[my boyfriend], it could have been…I lost touch .”

(PLWH, 30s)



Mental health not reducible to HIV and sexual health:

“Neutral. I’m glad I went on it and I’ve learned some things and done some new
things. I think being on PrEP helped me enjoy bareback sex more. But I wouldn’t
necessarily say that it was doing anything for my mental health.”

(PrEP User, 30s)

• PrEP also not seen as a necessary strategy for some—a significant polarity 

(2) HIV Medication’s Limited Effects on Mental Health: PrEP 



Continued anxiety and scepticism:

“Before no, mainly for the reason my anxiety couldn’t handle it, right? It just would
not be possible. Like, I wouldn’t even entertain the thought [of serovariant sex]
because I’d be like, yeah, you could be the hottest guy in the world, he could be
undetectable, he could read every paper, but you still are a child of the nineties. I
grew up with that fear of sex something to be frightened of, if you can’t handle it,
let’s not go near it…”

(PrEP User, 30s)

(2) HIV Medication’s Limited Effects on Mental Health 



Discussion

• Increased access to and discourse on new HIV treatment and prevention options can
have longer term positive benefits on gbMSM’s mental health and well-being

• Long-term effects of this epidemic on mental health remain

• HIV not the sole cause of these men’s mental distress—social and structural
determinants of mental health

• Optimistic discourses on HIV biomedicine may actually alienate individuals who do
not relate to them fully or can obfuscate how HIV may play a role in mental health
outcomes

• Implications for ASOs and the future of service delivery
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