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Abstract Black men who have sex with men (BMSM)
are disproportionately affected by HIV infection in the
USA. Pre-exposure prophylaxis (PrEP) is a proven ef-
ficacious biomedical prevention strategy with the poten-
tial to alter significantly the course of the epidemic in
this population. However, the social stigma attached to
PrEP and those who use it may act as a barrier to the
uptake and continuation of PrEP among high-risk
BMSM. In-depth, semi-structured qualitative interviews
were conducted with 26 BMSM PrEP users to explore
their experiences of stigma related to their PrEP use.
BMSM reported multiple experiences or manifestations
of PrEP-related stigma, which included (1) perception
that PrEP users engage in elevated sexual risk behaviors;
(2) conflicts in relationships attributed to PrEP; (3)
experiences of discomfort or judgment from medical
providers; (4) assumption that PrEP users are HIV-
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positive; and (5) gay stigma in families limiting PrEP
disclosure. The experiences of stigma typically occur
within the context of PrEP disclosure and have signifi-
cant personal and social consequences for PrEP users.
Efforts to address PrEP and other social-stigmas within
the Black community may help facilitate PrEP uptake
and continuation with BMSM.

Keywords Black - African-American - Men who have
sex with men - Pre-exposure prophylaxis - Stigma

Introduction

Black men who have sex with men (BMSM) remain the
population most affected by HIV in the United States
(US). Despite making up less than 1% of the US popu-
lation, recent HIV surveillance data indicated that
BMSM accounted for 25% of all new HIV diagnoses,
38% of diagnoses among MSM, and 58% of diagnoses
among Black people overall [1, 2]. According to the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), one
in two BMSM will be diagnosed with HIV in their
lifetime, a rate eight times higher than that of White
MSM and twice as high as that of Latino MSM [1, 3]. In
Los Angeles County (LAC), the site of the present
study, the rate of HIV diagnoses among BMSM is 3.2
times higher than Whites and 2.6 times higher than
Latinos [4]. BMSM also have the highest estimated
HIV prevalence among MSM in LAC at roughly
40.5% [5]. The high HIV incidence and prevalence rates
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among BMSM highlight the urgent need to expand HIV
prevention efforts with this population [6].

Pre-exposure prophylaxis (PrEP) is a proven effica-
cious biomedical prevention strategy with the potential to
alter significantly the trajectory of the HIV epidemic in
the US. PrEP involves the daily use of Truvada®
(emtricitabine/tenofovir disoproxil fumarate) to prevent
HIV acquisition among high-risk populations [7-9]. In
2018, the CDC issued updated clinical guidelines for
administrating PrEP to at-risk individuals [10]. While
evidence suggests that PrEP use is increasing [11], dis-
parities persist in uptake with substantial unmet need
among BMSM in particular. Although Black individuals
accounted for 43.7% of those indicated for PrEP between
2014 and 2016, only 11.2% of total PrEP users during
that timeframe were Black [11]. Moreover, PrEP uptake
is currently estimated to be six times higher among White
compared with Black individuals in the US [12].

Prior research has identified multiple barriers to
PrEP uptake among racial/ethnic minority MSM.
These barriers include economic and structural fac-
tors, such as cost, unstable housing, and lack of
insurance [13]; perceptions related to side effects
or conspiracy beliefs regarding HIV transmission
or HIV medication [14—-16]; perceived low HIV risk
[17]; and contextual factors such as racism and
heterosexism [18, 19]. In addition, evidence sug-
gests that concerns related to potential risk compen-
sation among PrEP users may exacerbate existing
implicit or unconscious bias among medical pro-
viders toward patients of color, leading to lower
willingness to prescribe PrEP to Black patients [20,
21]. Furthermore, the intersections of the social stig-
ma attached to PrEP and those who use it, HIV
stigma and gay stigma, may serve as barriers to
PrEP uptake [22, 23]. A further exploration of stig-
ma may enhance our understanding of how social
and cultural factors influence the use of HIV bio-
medical prevention strategies such as PrEP among
vulnerable populations and how these factors may
exacerbate existing HIV racial disparities.

Stigma is defined as “an attribute that is deeply
discrediting” that marks a person as socially devalued
[24], which can be enacted, anticipated, and/or internal-
ized [25-27]. Enacted stigma refers to the overt experi-
ences of discrimination, unfair treatment, rejection, or
violence, whereas anticipated stigma involves the ex-
pectation of future judgment or discrimination [25-27].
In contrast to enacted and anticipated stigma,
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internalized stigma involves an individuals’ intraperson-
al endorsement of negative beliefs or feelings about
themselves [25-27]. The current study focuses on the
stigma that BMSM experience regarding their PrEP use.
PrEP-related stigma has the potential to have signif-
icant negative consequences for PrEP adopters, includ-
ing suboptimal adherence, PrEP discontinuation, and a
lack of disclosure of PrEP use to peers or the lack of
dissemination of PrEP information to other potential
BMSM consumers. PrEP stigma can also have social
and personal consequences that affect an individual’s
reputation and their interpersonal relationships with
friends, family, sexual partners, and medical providers
[14, 16, 28-30]. The research question guiding this
qualitative study is, What are the experiences of PrEP-
related stigma among BMSM who are using PrEP?

Methods

A purposive sample of BMSM PrEP users who had
been using PrEP for a minimum of 1 month was recruit-
ed between January and October 2017 to complete an
in-depth, semi-structured qualitative interview about
their experiences using PrEP. Multiple strategies were
used to recruit study participants, including outreach on
gay-oriented sexual and social networking apps (e.g.,
Grindr and Growlr), at community events that specifi-
cally targeted MSM of color, and through community
agency referrals. Participants were eligible if they were
18 years of age or older, identified as a Black/African-
American male, had anal sex with a male partner in the
previous 6 months, were currently prescribed and taking
Truvada® as PrEP, had been taking PrEP for a minimum
of 1 month, and resided in Los Angeles County. The
research team met weekly to review interview tran-
scripts and how well they addressed the topics covered
in the interview guide, and if we were continuing to
gather new information from interviews. Recruitment
was terminated once data saturation was reached (i.e.,
no new information was being gathered from inter-
views). Two participants who had been scheduled be-
fore this decision was made were still allowed to partic-
ipate in the study.

The Institutional Review Board of the University of
California Los Angeles approved all study materials and
all participants provided informed consent prior to the
initiation of any study procedures. Using a semi-
structured interview guide (see Appendix), participants
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were asked to describe their (1) primary reasons for
initiating PrEP; (2) experiences when they disclosed their
PrEP use to friends, family members, sex partners, or
medical providers; (3) experiences where they did not
disclose PrEP use because they thought they might be
judged or treated differently; and (4) personal feelings
about their PrEP use. Participants were assigned a unique
participant identification number to maintain confidenti-
ality. All interviews were audio-recorded and lasted ap-
proximately 3060 min. Two research staff members
conducted verbatim transcription and checked the accu-
racy of all interview audio files. A self-administered
Audio Computer-Assisted Self-Interview (ACASI) sur-
vey was used to gather quantitative data on participants’
demographic characteristics, PrEP adherence and disclo-
sure practices, and sexual and substance use behaviors.

Interview transcripts were iteratively coded, sorted,
and analyzed for shared experiences of PrEP-related stig-
ma. A codebook was developed from the interview
guide, multiple readings of the transcripts, and interview-
er field notes. The research team met weekly to review
and discuss all codes and their definitions, refined and
deleted codes, and identified exemplar quotes associated
with each code before reaching a consensus on the final
codebook. Using a subset of selected codes, a test of
inter-coder reliability was conducted based on the inde-
pendent coding of a randomly selected transcript
(Cohen’s kappa coefficient, k=0.92). Final codes were
entered into ATLAS.ti (version 8.0.42) and attached to
their associated quotations for all transcripts. The research
team reviewed the coded outputs to identify shared expe-
riences of judgment, labeling, rejection, or stereotypes
associated with the use of PrEP. From this information,
prominent manifestations of stigma that BMSM experi-
enced related to their PrEP use were identified.

Results

A total of 26 BMSM participated in the study. Demo-
graphic and PrEP use characteristics of the study sample
are included in Table 1. The mean age of participants
was 31.5 years (SD = 6.9; median = 31.0; range = 22.0—
46.0). The majority identified as gay (96.2%) and re-
ported completing at least some college (84.6%), work-
ing full or part time (65.4%), and having an annual
household income less than $40,000 (65.4%). Only
11.5% were uninsured. A little more than half of partic-
ipants were single (53.8%), while the remaining men

Table 1 Demographics, PrEP use characteristics, and sexual and
substance use behaviors among Black men who have sex with
men PrEP users (N=26).

Characteristic N (%) orM,
SD
Demographics
Age (in years) M=31.5,
SD=6.9
Sexual orientation
Gay/homosexual/queer/same gender loving 25(96.2)

Bisexual 1(3.8)

Highest level of education completed

High school graduate or received GED 4(154)
Some college, AA degree, trade/technical 9 (34.6)
school

Bachelor’s degree (BA, BS) or higher 13 (50.0)
Employment status

Working full or part time 17 (65.4)

On permanent disability 1(3.8)

Unemployed 8 (30.7)
Annual income

$0-9999 9 (34.6)

$10,000-19,999 2(7.7)

$20,000-39,999 6(23.1)

$40,000-59,999 6(23.1)

$60,000-99,999 3 (11.5)
Health insurance

Does not have health insurance 3(11.5)

Private medical insurance or 10 (38.5)

employer-provided insurance

Medi-Cal/Medicaid or Medicare 11 (42.3)

Insurance through parent 2(7.7)
Relationship status

Single and not dating anyone special 14 (53.8)

Dating someone in an open relationship (have 6 (23.1)
sex with other people)

Dating someone in a closed relationship (donot 3 (11.5)
have sex with other people)

Partnered or married in an open relationship 3(11.5)
(have sex with other people)
HIV-positive partner (N=12)"
Yes 5(41.7)
No 7 (58.3)

PrEP use characteristics
Length of time using PrEP (in months) (N=26) M =20.5,

SD=13.7
Number of people told about PrEP use
A few people 15 (57.7)
A lot of people 11 (42.3)

Disclosed PrEP use to
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Table 1 (continued)

Table 1 (continued)

Characteristic N (%) or M, Characteristic N (%) orM,
SD SD
My main partner or spouse 13 (50.0) Molly, MDMA, Ecstasy (XTC) 6(23.1)
One or more other sex partners 23 (88.5) Methamphetamine also known as crystal, 2(7.7)
One or more family members 12 (46.2) “Tina,” speed
One or more friends 12 (100.0) ! Includes only participants who indicated they were in a relation-
Health care providers 19 (73.1) ship. *Others included “Andrew,” “mentor,” “people who had
Other? 4(15.4) questions about it in public,” and “so.cial medi.a, »3 PrEP adher-
L 3 ence was measured via self-report using a validated Likert-type
Adherence to PrEP medication past month scale from very poor to excellent [31]
Very poor 2(7.7)
Poor 2(7.7) were in a relationship (46.2%). The mean length of time
Fair 3(11.5) using PrEP was 20.5 months (SD = 13.7; median = 18;
Good 2(7.7) range = 1-48.5). All participants had disclosed their
Very good 9 (34.6) PrEP use to at least a few people, and about two-thirds
Excellent 8 (30.8) (65.4%) reported their medication adherence as “very
Sexual and substance use behaviors good” or “excellent.” Most participants did not use a
Number of male sex partners past 6 months M=12, condom during their last receptive anal (65.0%) or
(N=26) SD=15 insertive anal (73.9%) sex encounter. The most com-
Number of times receptive anal (RA) sex past M=7, monly reported substances used included alcohol
6 months (N'=20) SD=13 (80.8%), marijuana (69.2%), tobacco/(e-) cigarettes
Condoms used during RA sex past 6 months (42.3%), and poppers (34.6%).
All of the time 6 (30.0) When asked about their primary reasons for initiating
Most of the time (three out of four times) 4(20.0) PrEP, participants described a range of motives, which
Occasionally (about half the time) 2(10.0) included a desire to reduce the fear and anxiety associated
Rarely (about one in four times or less) 1(5.0) with having sex (Table 2, Quote 1); a self-awareness of
Never 7 (35.0) high-risk sexual behaviors (e.g., preferring and engaging
Last RA sex encounter condoms used in condomless sex, having multiple sex partners) (Quotes
Yes 7 (35.0) 2-3); having had a sexually transmitted infection or a
No 13 (65.0) sexual encounter with potential HIV exposure (Quote 4);
Number of times insertive anal (IA) sex past M=13, or being in an HIV serodiscordant relationship (Quote 5).
6 months (N=23) SDh=22 Other participants were motivated to initiate PrEP after
Condoms used for IA sex past 6 months receiving information about it from friends/peers or sex
All of the time 2(8.7) partners who were taking PrEP (Quote 3).
Most of the time (about three out of four times) 3 (13.0) In describing their current PrEP use, participants
Occasionally (about half the time) 6(26.1) noted positive feelings about using the medication, such
Rarely (about one in four times or less) 7 (30.4) as an improved sense of responsibility regarding their
Never 5(21.7) sexual health, reduced anxiety or peace of mind when
Last IA sex encounter condoms used having sex, and greater sexual freedom. However, par-
Yes 6(23.1) ticipants also demonstrated an awareness of the stigma
No 17 (73.9) and negative perceptions of PrEP and those who use it
Substances used in past 6 months that continues to persist within the gay community. In
Alcohol 21 (80.8) the present study, BMSM described different experi-
Marijuana 18 (69.2) ences of stigma related to their PrEP use, which includ-
Tobacco, (e-)cigarettes, hookah 11 (42.3) ed (1) perception that PrEP users engage in elevated
Poppers, nitrates, or other inhalants like glue or 9 (34.6) sexual risk behaviors; (2) conflicts in relationships at-
paint tributed to PrEP; (3) experiences of discomfort or judg-
Powder cocaine also known as snow or blow 7 (26.9) ment from medical providers; (4) assumption that PrEP
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Table 2 Reasons for Initiating PrEP

1. I wanted to have the freedom of having sex without having the fear of HIV. (age 41, 1.5 months on PrEP)

2. So that I could have bareback sex without using condoms. (Black, age 34, 24 months on PrEP)

3. A friend of mine who’s positive whose partner is not positive; he talked to me about their whole process. I’'m not with anyone, but [ have a
lot of sexual partners. So based on how he explained their experience with it and the lack of side effects, it was a no-brainer. Why not go on

it? (Black, age 43, 12 months on PrEP)

4. It wasn’t until I caught an STD for the second time and the clinic that I went to get tested, they said, “You should probably think about
getting into PrEP to protect yourself.” (Black, age 27, 12 months on PrEP)
5. Because of the fact that I have an HIV-positive partner who’s undetectable, I thought that I would do my part and take the medication

myself. (Black, age 35, 12 months on PrEP)

users are HIV-positive; and (5) gay stigma in families
limiting PrEP disclosure. The sources of PrEP-related
stigma included friends/peers, family, sex partners, and
medical providers.

Perception That PrEP Users Engage in Elevated Sexual
Risk Behaviors

What emerged from the data was a predominant per-
ception that PrEP users engage in risky sexual behav-
iors, which included assumptions that they have
condomless sex or have multiple sex partners (Ta-
bles 3, Quotes 1-4). Because of these perceptions,
participants were often assigned disparaging labels
or identities, such as “promiscuous” or “Truvada
whore” (Quote 2). They were also met with apprehen-
sion from sex partners because of the assumption that
PrEP users engage in condomless sex with multiple
partners and therefore place themselves and their part-
ners at a heightened risk for acquiring sexually trans-
mitted infections (STIs) (Quotes 3—4). A less

predominant experience was that of internalized stig-
ma, typically expressed as feelings of guilt regarding
the risky behaviors they engage in that warrant the use
of PrEP (Quote 5).

Conflict in Relationships Attributed to PrEP

Another experience noted was the conflict that PrEP
use introduced in relationships, which manifested as
anticipated or enacted accusations of promiscuity
toward the PrEP user, the partner’s trust being
questioned, or in the termination of the relationship
(Table 4, Quotes 1-2). In anticipation of these reac-
tions, some participants initially avoided disclosing
their PrEP use to partners (Quote 1). The negative
attitudes surrounding PrEP use in relationships led
one participant to voice the following concern: “If 1
was trying to be in a relationship with somebody, 1
think they would probably question why I’m taking
PrEP if I'm only with them or if I’'m supposed to be
in a relationship” (age 46, 4 months on PrEP).

Table 3 Perception that PrEP users engage in elevated sexual risk behaviors

Anticipated stigma

1. [One of the things that’s really important to me is] not telling my business to every one like “Yeah, I’'m having sex with this person and
that person and that person,” because somebody would take that as you just want to be loose or you just want to have sex with anybody
and that’s why you are on PrEP. That’s where the stigma comes in. (age 26, 22.5 months on PrEP)

Enacted stigma

2.I’ma huge online dater.... I do not post on my profile, but I’ll say that I’'m on PrEP. They’re like, “What does that mean? Does it mean you
have a lot of partners?” [...] Like, “Are you a Truvada whore?” I’'m like, “No, I take it because you cannot trust anybody.” (age 31,

12 months on PrEP)

3. Some people are a little bit apprehensive because they are like, “Okay, if you are on PrEP, then you are probably barebacking everyone in

the city.” (age 28, 12 months on PrEP) (PID 2011)

4. Someone that [ was having sex with regularly, when I told him that [ was about to go on it, he actually said to me, “Don’t you think... you
are going to be more promiscuous and put yourself at risk for contracting other diseases when you go on it?” And I said, “No, not

necessarily.” (age 43, 12 months on PrEP)
Internalized stigma

5. T'was thinking about the guilt — guilty that I’ve put myself into situations to where it would have been necessary for it, but not guilty for

[the actual usage]. (age 34, 12 months on PrEP)
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Table 4 Conflicts in relationships attributed to PrEP

Anticipated stigma

1. When I first started taking it, I don’t tell my partner for like six
months. I hid it from him and that was just because I did not
know how he was going to feel about me taking PrEP. Like,
“You don’t trust me? You think I’m out here doing this stuff?” 1
just felt it would be damaging to our relationship for him to
know that I was taking PrEP. I felt he would feel like I don’t trust
him, so I don’t tell him for a long time. (age 33, 24 months on
PrEP)

Enacted stigma

2. 1had a guy break up with me because I was on PrEP... he was
like, “I feel like you being on PrEP means you like to sleep
around.” And I was like, “Well, bitch I might.” But that wasn’t
the case. Actually, I'm very monogamous. But he broke up with
me because he did not like the idea of me being on a pill that
prevented me from having to use condoms, but I even used a
condom when we were together. (age 22, 42 months on PrEP)

Experiences of Discomfort or Judgment from Medical
Providers

The experiences of discomfort or judgment from medical
providers was another manifestation of PrEP-related stig-
ma that emerged in the study. The data revealed a per-
ceived difference in treatment and quality of care based
on the gender and/or sexual orientation of the medical
provider (Table 5, Quotes 1-3). When first requesting
PrEP or during ongoing medical monitoring, providers
would often assert their preference for condoms or

Table 5 Experiences of discomfort or judgment from medical
providers

Enacted stigma

1. When [ first started [PrEP]? It was easier and I think that was
because | had a gay doctor... So now I have a girl who’s my
PrEP doctor. It’s a weird feeling because it’s like they don’t
know what [PrEP] for and they don’t know what they are
talking about. And it also feels like they judge me for the fact
that I’m using it to sleep with other men. (age 22, 42 months on
PrEP)

2. 1 felt her sense like, “What you out here doing? Because when
you talk to me and you regularly get HIV tests, you told me you
wear condoms. So why do you need PrEP?” [...] It’s just an
assumption of your sexual behavior whenever you talk about
PrEP or whenever you try to get on PrEP... It’s kind of like,
“Well, maybe you should find you a partner that wants to be
only with you.” (age 33, 24 months on PrEP)

3.1 found if T have had a certain amount of partners, I’ll reduce it
by half to be like, “No, I have not really done anything.” And
that’s every doctor that I had once I started saying like, “Well...
this is how many partners I’ve had.” Unless it’s a gay provider.
(age 33, 24 months on PrEP)

suggest that users opt for closed, monogamous relation-
ships (Quote 2). This apparent lack of LGBT competency
among medical providers affected participants’ willing-
ness to have honest conversations with their providers
regarding their sexual behaviors that make them appro-
priate candidates for PrEP (Quote 3).

Assumption That PrEP Users Are HIV-Positive

The next type of experience identified was the as-
sumption that PrEP users are HIV-positive because
they are taking an HIV medication (Table 6, Quotes

1-4). Some participants chose not to disclose their

PrEP use as a strategy to avoid the stigma attached to
HIV that continues to persist within the Black com-
munity (Quote 1). In addition, the lack of awareness of
PrEP within the Black community was cited as a
reason why parents or sex partners might have diffi-
culty accepting that an HIV medication is not just for
treatment but can be used for prevention (Quotes 2—3).
The potential for being misclassified as HIV-positive
led some to express feelings of shame or guilt regard-
ing their use of PrEP (Quotes 4).

Table 6 Assumption that PrEP users are HIV-positive

Anticipated stigma

1. If somebody finds it and they know what Truvada means, they
are going to be like, “This dude has HIV.” And I’m not saying I
do not even want to talk about stigma or whatever, but I do not
have it so I do not want someone to think that I have it when I do
not. It’s just that simple. (age 31, 18 months on PrEP)

2.1 just would not like my mom or my sister finding the bottle and
then Googling it and being like, “He has HIV?!” Like, they’ll
freak out... because they are just not in our community. They’re
straight folks and they are very religious and it’s just like, “So
you are taking HIV medicine, but you are not HIV-positive?”
Skepticism abounds. So I’'m not even going to go there. (age 31,
18 months on PrEP)

3. Some of [my sex partners] know or understand, but then if you
say “I’m on PrEP,” it still does not resonate with a lot of the
community. So it just may go over their head. And then
sometimes I think it may also have the reverse effect. Like, they
think that you are taking it because you are positive. (age 36,
18 months on PrEP)

Enacted stigma

4. When I went to pick it up at Target, I just kind of felt like I was
being looked at or maybe put into a box that I should not have
been put in to. Because the pill just said “Truvada.” It did not
say “PrEP” at Target; whereas, at the Gay and Lesbian Center, it
always said “PrEP.” So I think I may have been judged for
being guilty of something that I’'m not even guilty of. (age 35,
10 months on PrEP)
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Gay Stigma in Families Limits PrEP Disclosure

The anticipation or experience of gay stigma related to
the disclosure of one’s PrEP use also emerged as a
manifestation of PrEP-related stigma. In particular,
PrEP disclosure was limited by the lack of acceptance
of gay identity and same-sex behaviors present within
families (Table 7, Quotes 1-3), prompting non-
disclosure of sexual orientation altogether (Quote 1).
Religion was repeatedly cited as a driving force behind
this lack of acceptance and the reason why gay stigma
continues to persist within families (Quotes 2-3).

Discussion

In this study, BMSM experienced PrEP-related stigma
within the context of PrEP disclosure, which is com-
monly manifested as disapproving judgment, negative
labels and identities assigned to the user, and in
discrediting individuals using PrEP. Sources of stigma
included friends/peers, family members, sex partners,
and medical providers. These findings suggest that PrEP
users contend with the assumption that they routinely
engage in clevated sexual risk behaviors. This

Table 7 Gay stigma in families limits PrEP disclosure

Anticipated stigma

1. Well, only a few of [my family members] know that I’'m gay.
The others I have not told because of the fact that they are
obviously religious extremists... [My parents] would give all
this, “All gays are going to go to hell.” (age 35, 12 months on
PrEP)

2. Put it this way: in telling [my grandmother], I would have to
admit what they have been bugging me for years about. Like I
said, I’'m transparent; however, they are highly religious. And
one of my cousins that passed away from AIDS, I literally threw
up in finding out that she and a member of her church and her
husband tried to exorcize the homosexual demons out of his
body... I would hope that she would look at the positive and
say, “Okay, you are being responsible.” But she would totally
look at the biblical/sexual portion of that, “Hey, you are laying
down with another man.” (age 35, 10 months on PrEP)

Enacted stigma
3. Kind of a poor response on that side. My family’s very

religious. So anything remotely considered a contraceptive is
bad. And also the fact that I’'m gay is not accepted. So it did not
roll over very well when I told my mom, but, I mean, I want to
say she’s happy that I’'m protecting myself. But my family’s
very backwoods. Imagine if Fox News sat down in the bible belt
and raised a family. That’s my family. (age 22, 42 months on
PrEP)

assumption, in turn, provides the basis for the negative
social identity often ascribed to those who use PrEP,
which includes the attachment of labels such as
“promiscuous” and “Truvada whore.” Findings from
this study are consistent with what has been previously
reported in other studies conducted with MSM who
were either current or potential PrEP users [14, 16,
28-30]. PrEP-related stigma has also been shown to be
a significant barrier to the uptake of PrEP among at-risk
MSM (22, 23]. As Race [32] explains, “Pre-Exposure
Prophylaxis has so far emerged as a reluctant object in
much gay community discourse, primarily because of its
putative association with the supposed excesses of un-
bridled sex” (pg. 6). While there was no indication that
the experiences of PrEP-related stigma negatively influ-
enced adherence or continuation of PrEP among our
participants, a previous study found this to be the case
[22]. Instead, the current study underscores the personal
and social consequences that can result from the disclo-
sure of one’s PrEP use.

For some BMSM in the present study, the ability to
engage in condomless sex and/or have multiple sexual
partners was part of their PrEP experience, and was even
cited as a primary reason for initiating PrEP. Others,
however, found that the negative social identity ascribed
to their PrEP use was in direct conflict with their per-
sonal identity (i.e., uses condoms, limits number of
sexual partners). This negative social identity can affect
how disclosure of one’s PrEP use is received by others.
In the case of casual sex partners, disclosure of PrEP can
potentially lead to the termination of the sexual encoun-
ter or in the shaming of the user. Moreover, these expe-
riences may influence a user’s willingness to disclose
their PrEP use, which can hinder the dissemination of
PrEP information to other high-risk BMSM who could
benefit from PrEP adoption.

Another consequence of using PrEP identified in this
study was the conflict it introduced in relationships,
which often centered on questions or concerns regarding
trust, potential infidelity, and monogamy. In general,
PrEP is considered a necessary and acceptable form of
HIV prevention for persons in HIV serodiscordant rela-
tionships [33]. It is primarily within the context of HIV-
negative seroconcordant relationships that conflicts
arise, wherein the use of PrEP by one partner is per-
ceived as an indication of their infidelity or lack of trust
in the relationship. For BMSM who are in HIV-negative
seroconcordant relationship, more open lines of com-
munication and mutual decision-making will be needed
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when one or both partners is deciding to initiate or
discontinue their PrEP use. However, BMSM must
consider the potential consequences of not initiating or
discontinuing PrEP (e.g., potential HIV exposure and
seroconversion), as research has found that 68% of new
HIV infections occur among MSM within the context of
seemingly “monogamous” relationships [34].

Participants also noted experiences of judgment and
discomfort during interactions with medical providers
who do not share their same gender and/or sexual ori-
entation. The encounters noted suggest that providers
would prefer users change their sexual behaviors that
put them at increased risk for HIV infection rather than
initiate or continue using PrEP. Additionally, the docu-
mented existing mistrust toward medical institutions, as
well as experiences of stigma related to their race and/or
sexual orientation from providers reported by BMSM
[35], may make it particularly difficult for these men to
be open and honest with medical providers about their
sexual behaviors that may make them appropriate can-
didates for PrEP [19, 36, 37]. Therefore, to increase
uptake among BMSM, there must be a balance between
allowing patients to have agency and autonomy in the
decision to initiate PrEP, trusting that the patient can
make decisions about what is best for their sexual
health, and the provider’s decision to prescribe PrEP
based on a patient’s reported sexual behaviors and
existing CDC clinical indicators for PrEP.

The experiences of participants in this study reveal a
pressing need for increasing LGBT competency and
representation among medical providers, while also im-
proving the education of health care providers around
PrEP. The experiences also highlight the need for train-
ing medical providers on effective communication strat-
egies with patients of sexual and/or racial minority
groups that are affirming of their multiple identities
and free of judgment and stigmatization. For example,
medical providers and institutions can promote a
broader recognition of PrEP users as individuals who
are proactive in maintaining their sexual and physical
health through their use of proven HIV-prevention
methods [38]. In addition, the National LGBT Health
Education Center also provides training modules that
may be useful in helping medical providers develop
their capacity in delivering PrEP and working with
LGBTQ patients [39].

This study also highlights the intersectional expe-
riences of PrEP, HIV, and gay stigma that can occur
when BMSM PrEP users disclose their PrEP use,
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particularly with family. The fear participants
expressed of being misclassified as HIV-positive,
and the gay stigma they expect to occur should they
disclose their PrEP use to family, is likely a reaction
to the negative attitudes toward HIV and homosex-
uality that continue to persist within Black commu-
nities. Previous studies have found that HIV stigma
and homophobia work to reinforce one another and
typically manifest within the Black community as a
belief that HIV is a punishment for homosexual
behavior, in damaging gossip being spread about
the individual, or in the potential rejection and loss
of social support from family and community mem-
bers [40—42]. In addition, gay stigma experienced
within families has been found to create an environ-
ment that hinders the open discussion of sexual
behaviors and gay identity [43], making it especially
difficult for young BMSM to approach conversa-
tions about their PrEP use. In this study, BMSM
often linked their family’s inability to accept their
gay identity to the family member’s religiosity,
which supports previous findings that demonstrate
the role that religion and churches play in reproduc-
ing negative messages about HIV and homosexuality
within the Black community [40, 41, 43]. It will be
important for BMSM to consider the potential for
experiencing HIV and gay stigma should they
choose to disclose their PrEP use to family
members.

Those facilitating PrEP adoption with BMSM must
consider how the intersection of multiple social stigmas
(i.e., PrEP, gay, HIV) may act as a barrier to PrEP
initiation and continuation. To address PrEP stigma,
other authors have suggested that key stakeholders and
health program planners may benefit from creating pub-
lic health campaigns focused on normalizing PrEP, pro-
viding targeted education to communities that are heavi-
ly affected by HIV infection, and using local opinion
leaders or celebrities to promote PrEP [21, 28, 38]. One
example of a successful public health campaign to raise
PrEP awareness and to challenge common mispercep-
tions about PrEP use is the widely dissmeniated PrEP
promotional video Kiki n” Brunch [44], which was
created by Altamed Health Services in Los Angeles to
highlight real-world discussions about PrEP and HIV
prevention among young adult men of color. To address
HIV and gay stigma within the Black community to
facilitate PrEP use among BMSM, efforts should also
focus on working in collaboration with respected
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community-based organizations and advocacy groups
that have gained the trust of the Black community. In
addition, participants in the present study, whom we
refer to as “PrEP Champions,” were proactive about
disclosing their PrEP use and challenged existing stig-
mas. These BMSM PrEP Champions have the potential
to create a more positive social view of PrEP users and
to disseminate PrEP information to other BMSM within
their social networks.

These findings should be interpreted within the con-
text of our study limitations. Our sample consisted of
BMSM PrEP users who were recruited from Los
Angeles and who, on average, had been using PrEP
for more than a year. These results may not be general-
izable to BMSM in other large urban settings or those
who have only begun using PrEP. Overtime, the BMSM
in the present study may have acclimated to the stigma
attached to PrEP users. Future research should focus on
evaluating the experiences of BMSM PrEP adopters
during the initial period of PrEP use to assess if experi-
ences of multiple stigmas affect adherence, disclosure,
and continuation of PrEP.

Conclusion

BMSM who choose to adopt PrEP, in the hope of
preventing HIV infection, may experience stigma re-
lated to their PrEP use. PrEP-related stigma may be
compounded by other forms of stigma experienced by
BMSM both within and outside of their community
(e.g., racial stigma, gay stigma). To help optimize
PrEP uptake among BMSM, efforts are needed to
address the existing negative perceptions of PrEP
users that may limit interest and adoption of this
highly effective HIV prevention strategy among
BMSM. Future research in this area should seek to
explore interventions that can present PrEP in a more
positive light using a community-based participatory
research approach. This will include re-framing PrEP
as a strategy only needed by high-risk individuals to
an option for all individuals who are seeking to have a
more fulfilling and healthy sex life.
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Appendix. Interview guide

BMSM PrEP users

(Interviewer opening prompt to qualitative questions)

I will be asking you questions about how you came to
use PrEP for HIV prevention and who you have talked
to about your PrEP use and how they have reacted when
you told them that you are using PrEP. Do you have any
questions before we begin?

(Interviewer responds to any questions and then be-
gins interview)

1. Question No. 1: Opening question: Since you are cur-
rently using PrEP, how is it being covered or paid for?
(e.g., private insurance, through your medical doctor,
through a demonstration project or research study)

Probes:

*  Where are you getting PrEP from?

* How did you first learn about PrEP?

*  What were your main sources for PrEP information?

*  Were there any persons you talked to about PrEP
before deciding to use it?

*  What was the main reason you decided to use PrEP?

*  When did you first start taking PrEP, the approxi-
mate date of when you started?

*  What were some of the challenges you faced in
accessing PrEP?

@ Springer



688

R. Brooks et al.

2.

Question No. 2: Next, what are some of the com-
ments you have heard in the gay community about
PrEP?

Probes:

What are some of the positive comments you have
heard or read about PrEP?

(Ask if the comment was heard or read)
What is the source of these positive comments?

Friends/peers, service providers, social media (ask
type: Facebooks, Instagram, Twitter), blogs, gay
media either online or print

What are some of the negative comments you have
heard or read about PrEP?

(Ask if the comment was heard or read)
What is the source of these negative comments?

Friends/peers, service providers, social media (ask
type: Facebooks, Instagram, Twitter), blogs, gay
media either online or print

What are some of the labels you have heard attached
to people who use PrEP?

Have any of these labels ever been applied to you? If
so, which labels and by whom?

Question No. 3: For this next question, I am going
to ask you to describe the experiences you have had
with friends, family, and sex partners because you
are using PrEP.

Probes:

Describe the experiences you have had with friends
when they found out you were using PrEP
Describe the experiences you have had with family
when they found out you were using PrEP.
Describe the experiences you have had with
sexual partners when they found out you were
using PrEP.

Question No. 4: We’ve talked about the expe-
riences you have had, now let us talk about
any situations you have not discussed where
you think you might be judged or treated
differently because of your PrEP use.

@ Springer

Probes:

Do you think you would be judged or treated differ-
ently if you disclosed to your close friends that you
are using PrEP? If so, how?

Do you think you would be judged or treated differ-
ently if you disclosed to your family that you are
using PrEP? If so, how?

Do you think you would be judged or treated differ-
ently if you disclosed to your sex partner(s) that you
are using PrEP? How might this be different if it was
someone who was just a casual sex partner versus a
regular sex partner?

Question No. 5: In the beginning of the interview,
we talked about some of your reasons for starting
PrEP. Now I want to focus on how you feel about
PrEP. So what are some of your personal feelings
about PrEP?

Probes:

For example, have you ever felt embarrassed be-
cause of your PrEP use? If yes, please describe why
you felt embarrassed.

Have you ever felt proud that you are using PrEP? If
yes, please describe why you felt proud.

Have you ever felt guilty because of your PrEP use?
If yes, please describe why you felt guilty.

Have you felt more responsible for your PrEP use?
If yes, please describe why you felt more
responsible.

Does using PrEP make you feel less anxious? If yes,
please describe why you feel less anxious?

Does using PrEP ever make you feel like you are
doing something wrong? If yes, please describe why
you feel like you are doing something wrong.

Question No. 6: In order to get a prescription for
PrEP, that meant that you first had to go through a
medical doctor. As such, I want you to tell me about
your experiences with the medical provider that pre-
scribed you PrEP. What was that experience like?

Probes:
Did you have a positive experience getting PrEP

from your doctor? If yes, please describe what made
it positive for you.
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*  Was it a difficult experience? If yes, please describe
what made it difficult.

* Was it an embarrassing experience? If yes, please
describe what it embarrassing.

* How did your doctor respond to your request for
PrEP?

*  How comfortable were you discussing with your
doctor that you have sex with men in order to get
PrEP?

*  What have you discussed with your doctor (e.g., the
kind of sex you have [bottom or topping], if you
have sex with a condom or not, the number of
partners you have)?

» Have your experiences with your doctor changed? If
so, how?

7. Question No. 7: Have you ever done anything to
hide your use of PrEP?

Probes:

* Do you ever hide your medications?

* Do you avoid taking your meds in front of people?

* Do you avoid talking about your meds with friends
and family?

* Do you avoid telling sex partners?
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